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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the prevalence of the vampire in popular fiction, film and television of 

the new millennium, focusing on Joss Whedon’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997–2003), its 

spinoff Angel (1999–2004), Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series of books (2004–08), Eric 

Kripke’s Supernatural (2005–present) and Alan Ball’s adaptation of True Blood (2008–14). 

With reference to these texts, this thesis investigates the relationship between vampires (or 

performative vampires)—as constructions within the popular imaginary—and the 

sociological moment known as the ‘post-secular’. To trace this relationship, special regard 

has been given to the discourse of the ‘soul’, a term invested with overlapping, and at times 

contradictory, metaphysical concepts. In deconstructing both the vampire and its relationship 

to the soul, I assert that such texts provide popular culture with the means to ask existential 

and theological questions that are characteristic of the post-secular epoch. 

The soul in these texts is a fraught entity, existing in a precarious and evanescent way, 

constantly at risk of departing or returning. The soul, moreover, becomes a marker of 

humanness and thus, its absence denotes a status of being less than human in one respect or 

another. Each chapter analyses a distinct aspect of the deployment of the soul in 

contemporary vampire narratives. In Chapter One, I consider the intersection between the 

metaphysical and psychological accounts of the soul in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel. 

In Chapter Two, I use the concept of the mytheme developed by Claude Levi-Strauss, to 

investigate the mythic quality of the vampire and the soul as it emerges in Stephenie 

Meyer’s Twilight. Chapter Three marks a slight deviation, because in the case of 

Supernatural, it is the human ‘hunters’ (the brothers Sam and Dean) who lose their soul 

rather than the vampire. Nevertheless, the text functions in fundamentally the same way as 

other vampire texts, and thus, I contend, Sam and Dean operate as ‘performative’ post-

secular vampires. Finally, in Chapter Four, I use the series True Blood to investigate the 

phenomenon, common to almost all vampire texts, of immortality and death. This chapter 

evaluates the differing kind of death that takes place within the program and what dying 

means in the context of vampire narratives. 
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The Post-Secular Vampire and its Soul 

 

Perhaps there lies the key to the mysterious and continual relationship between literature and religion and the 
reason, then, why literature can never be entirely secular: the receptive, malleable and dynamic character of the 
embodied soul. 

Graham Ward, ‘How Literature Resists Secularity’ (2010), 86. 

 

An immortal with a mortal’s passion, a vampire with a human soul.  

Armand (Antonia Banderas), Interview with the Vampire (1994). 

 

In a world in which the once rigid boundaries between religion, spirituality and the secular 

have become blurred, the popular literary figure of the vampire has re-emerged to personify 

the societal and semantic changes that surround this ambiguity. The vampires of 

contemporary Gothic literature, film and television, have reappeared on our screens, cloaked 

in a new metaphysical guise, now presented in the role of ethical and spiritual theologian. In 

their respective texts, these vampires speak to the recent unease surrounding the margins of 

secularity and religion, the possibility of alternative beliefs and practises, as well as the place 

of religion in the public sphere. Indeed, the reformation of the contemporary vampire 

reflects an anxiety which is generally referred to as the ‘post-secular turn’. 

Though the term ‘post-secular’ has been critiqued by some scholars as ‘a short-lived fashion 

in social theory and philosophy’, the term is, nevertheless, useful for designating the socio-

cultural debate that surrounds the place of religion and spiritualty that has transpired over the 

last two decades.1 ‘Post-secularism’ can be regarded as the break away from secular 

absolutes, including the collapse of the rigid opposition presented between faith and reason. 

Indeed, ‘post-secularism’ represents, as Arie Molendijk notes, ‘the attempt to understand the 

position and role of religion in late modernity in a way that overcomes the idea that 

“religion” is basically a premodern phenomenon which will disappear in the long run’.2 The 

post-secular is an age of ‘desecularization’ which involves the breakdown of the once 

                                                           
1 Veit Bader, ‘Post-Secularism or Liberal-Democratic constitutionalism?’ Erasmus Law Review 5, no.1 (2012): 
5-26. 
2 Arie Molendijk, ‘In Pursuit of the Postsecular’, International Journal of Philosophy and Theology 76, no.2 
(2015), 101. 
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distinct categories of religion and the secular, and declares, John D. Caputo writes ‘the death 

of the death of God’.3  

The vampire of our time, as Nina Auerbach famously declares, ‘tell[s] us who we were’.4 It 

appears that an analysis of our current millennial vampire should likewise reveal who we 

are. This study examines the prevalence of vampires in popular serialised dramas in the new 

millennium. It investigates the relationship between vampires—as constructions within the 

popular imaginary—and the sociological moment known as the ‘post-secular’. To trace this 

relationship, a special regard has been given to the discourse of ‘the soul’, a language that is 

closely tied to the figure of the vampire in popular culture. As the word ‘soul’ encrypts a 

series of overlapping, and at times contradictory, metaphysical concepts and assumptions, a 

significant effort in this thesis has been invested in deconstructing and making visible the 

underlying metaphysics of the vampire and its agonised relationship to the soul. 

In this way, I am in fact asserting that contemporary Gothic fiction, film and television, 

particularly those featuring vampires, constitute a de-facto theological laboratory in which 

popular culture experiments with the existentialist and theological assumptions of human life 

characteristic of the post-secular: Is individuality constituted by an essence? What is the 

basis for right and wrong? Is there an afterlife? How does one engage with religion? These 

and other such conundrums are addressed in the vampire narrative through the language of 

‘soul’. Whether such texts, in their invocation of a supernatural world, are secular, post-

secular, or indeed openly religious is a question that will be returned to at various points 

over the course of this thesis.  

What is evident on even a cursory glance at the kind of vampires that exist in contemporary 

vampire (i.e. twenty-first century) novels, films and television is their qualitative difference 

from the vampire figure that emerged in nineteenth-century gothic fiction and passed 

directly into silent cinema in the twentieth-century. In fact, there is a remarkable stability in 

the vampire figure between, at the very least, 1870 and 1970. However, the vampires in the 

case-studies that form the basis for this thesis—the well-known franchises Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer, its spinoff Angel, Twilight, Supernatural and True Blood—break decisively with the 

Victorian and Hollywood vampire figures that preceded them. 

The Literary Vampire 

The figure of the vampire has an ancient lineage that can be traced within the classical and 

biblical traditions, as well as in European folklore. In the wake of the Enlightenment, the 

                                                           
3 John D. Caputo, On Religion (London: Routledge, 2001), 56. 
4 Nina Auerbach, Our Vampire, Ourselves (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 112. 
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vampire emerged as a literary figure in the modern sense and came into literary prominence, 

as far as British and American fiction is concerned, in 1816. It was during the infamous 

summer at the Villa Diodati in Geneva that saw the birth of not only the Frankenstein 

monster, but also the aristocratic vampire. Both Lord Byron and his physician John William 

Polidori wrote tales of the vampire during this time. Byron wrote a few pages of a tale that is 

now considered the first attempt at vampiric fiction in English. In ‘Fragment of a Novel’, 

Byron begins the tale of two travelling companions who journey to the East. When one of 

the travellers falls ill, before he dies he vows to return from the grave.5 Byron’s tale ends at 

this point, and although the vampire is never introduced, his description of the resurrected 

corpse and restless spirit are evocative of folkloric perceptions of the vampire.  

Though, it is Polidori’s The Vampyre (1819) that established the vampire tradition which 

endures in varying forms today. He fused the exotic folkloric vampire with the figure of the 

‘Romantic/Satanic homme fatal’.6 Polidori’s vampire, Lord Ruthven, is thought to have been 

created in the image of Lord Byron, and this figure of the vampire, namely, the brooding 

Byronic hero, persists throughout modern vampiric retellings and celluloid adaptations. In 

essence, The Vampyre, ‘reinvented [the vampire] as a suave, sophisticated homme fatal 

aristocrat’, who, writes Victoria Nelson, ‘shed the coarse behaviour of Serbian peasants who 

simply threw themselves upon family and neighbours for a convenient feed’.7 The 

publication of Polidori’s The Vampyre ushered in the era of romantic vampire fiction that we 

recognise today.  

Around the time of The Vampyre’s publication, other tales of vampires began to appear in 

German poetry and various literary magazines. Prior to becoming one of the key figures of 

Gothic fiction, the vampire was a recurring literary motif of the Sturm und Drang period of 

German poetry. For instance, Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s ‘Bride of Corinth’ (1797), often 

referred to as ‘the first “proper” vampire story’, depicts a vampire bride.8 Goethe emphasises 

the ungodliness of the animated corpse, when he writes, ‘from out my coffin’s prison-

bounds/By wond’rous fate I’m forced to rove/ While the blessings and the chanting sounds 

/That your priests delight in, useless prove’.9 Whereas Goethe used folkloric depictions of 

                                                           
5 Lord Byron, ‘A Fragment’, Mazzepa, A Poem (London: John Murray, Albemare-Street, 1819), 60-69. Accessed 
11 Feb 2017, https://archive.org/details/mazeppaapoem02byrogoog. 
6 Victoria Nelson, Gothicka: Vampire Heroes, Human Gods, and the New Supernatural (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2012), 121. 
7 Ibid, 120. 
8 Anna Chromik, ‘Vampire Fiction’, in The Encyclopedia of the Gothic, eds. William Hughes, David Punter and 
Andrew Smith (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2013).  
9 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘The Bride of Corinth’ (1797). Accessed 11 Feb 2018, 
http://web.uvic.ca/vampires/corinth.html 
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the vampire to portray an unholy revenant, Polidori’s depiction of Lord Ruthven cemented 

the Romantic aristocratic Byronic element of the vampire.  

Then, in 1845 James Malcolm Rymer’s long-running weekly serial novel Varney the 

Vampyre; or. The Feast of Blood was published.10 Varney’s appearance established several 

of the characteristics that would become synonymous with the vampire in later fiction. 

When the vampire, Sir Francis Varney, is described, he is said to be: 

[P]erfectly white—perfectly bloodless. The eyes look like polished tin; the lips are 
drawn back, and the principal feature next to those dreadful eyes is the teeth—the 
fearful-looking teeth—projecting like those of some wild animal, hideously, glaring 
white, and fang-like. It approaches the bed with a strange, gliding movement. It 
clashes together the long nails that literally appear to hang from the finger ends.11  

The description of Varney, including the emphasis on the teeth, the glowing eyes, and the 

long nails, strongly influenced later literary and cinematic treatments of the vampire figure, 

including Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) and F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922). Crucially, 

however, it is Varney’s particular sensitivities that were pivotal to the broader development 

of the vampire figure. Although Varney begins the serial as the villain, he evolves into a 

more humane monster as he melancholically contemplates his monstrous status. Indeed, he 

views his vampirism as a curse, and thus, makes repeated, unsuccessful attempts to end his 

immortal existence. Another important addition to the genre during this period was Sheridan 

Le Fanu’s lesbian vampire story Carmilla (1871). In the novel, the audience are provided 

with the victim Laura’s first-person account of her encounter with the vampire Carmilla. 

Significantly, like Varney before her, Carmilla is portrayed sympathetically, ‘sometimes the 

playful, languid beautiful girl; sometimes the writhing fiend’.12 Both Varney and Carmilla 

were shown to be themselves victims of their own accursed compulsion.  

No effort to depict vampires in popular fiction, however, was as influential or as definitive 

as Bram Stoker’s Dracula.13 Published in 1897, Dracula established a new and decisive 

template for the vampire that has yet to be overturned. Count Dracula, like Lord Ruthven, 

was also a ‘homme fatal aristocrat’, though a wealthy Transylvanian Count, rather than an 

English Lord, and he too assumed the Byronic looks and personality.14 However, in many 

respects, Stoker transformed the figure of the vampire, as Christina Wilkins notes, ‘Dracula 

                                                           
10 James Malcolm Rymer, Varney the Vampire; or, The Feast of Blood (published under the name Thomas 
Preskett Prest), first appeared in 1845-1847 as a series of articles, it was published as a whole in 1847. 
11 Ibid, 3. 
12 Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Carmilla: A Critical Edition (1871) (NY: Syracuse University Press, 2013), 96. 
13 Bram Stoker, Dracula (1897) (London: Vintage Books, Random House, 2007). 
14 Nelson (2012), 120. 
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moved beyond the folklore and entrenched the figure as part of the cultural narrative’.15 

Likewise, Kris Hirschmann writes: 

Stoker did not make his villain just a monster. He made him a memorable monster, 
with an arsenal of interesting traits and abilities. Dracula can be sophisticated, 
supernatural, sneaky, or savage, depending on the circumstance. He can turn into 
fog; he can communicate with animals; he can see in the dark. He can even change 
the weather. And he manages to have impeccable manners and grooming while 
doing these things. In short, Dracula is one of the first literary monsters to show any 
depth of personality—and history rewarded Stoker for his effort.16 

Within Dracula Stoker introduced many new elements to vampiric lore that secured the 

longevity of his vampire, most notably the term ‘undead’, the use of the crucifix, aversion to 

garlic, coffins filled with native soil, the inability to cast a reflection, the ability to shape-

shift, and the requirement of an invitation to enter a house. In this depiction, Stoker recasts 

the vampire as the minion of Satan, an ‘inverted Crusader in the service of a transcendent 

evil’, and thus the vampire is implicated in a cosmic battle between good and evil.17 In turn, 

Wilkins notes: ‘What Dracula did do was… to inspire a following and perform vampirism 

as a quasi-religious experience’.18 Indeed, through the corruption of the Eucharist and the 

power of Christian artefacts, the Count is presented to the reader as far more than monstrous; 

he is depicted as the embodiment of Evil, an ‘Anti-Christ’, the image of Satan on Earth. Or, 

as Christopher Herbert posits, the vampire perversely becomes ‘an object of religious 

devotion’ which is the stance adopted by the character of Renfield in Stoker’s novel.19 

It was the vampire’s consumption of blood, presented as a corrupt version of the Eucharist 

that truly marked the vampire as ‘Anti-Christ’. The Eucharist, which represents the 

sacrament of spilling Jesus Christ’s blood and the consumption of His symbolic blood, is a 

fundamental rite within the Christian Church. It exemplifies the Christian hope of eternal life 

and operates as a metaphor for expiating sins, power over death, and offers redemption to a 

fallen humanity. Hence, James Fay notes, ‘with the birth of Christianity and the progression 

from BC to AD, the view of vampires changed from that of gods to demons’.20 Indeed, 

around 600AD the Catholic Church began documenting cases of vampirism, casting them as 

earthly representations of satanic power. Such examples can be found in the writings of 

                                                           
15 Christina Wilkins, Religion and Identity in the Post-9/11 Vampire: God Is (Un)Dead (London: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2018), 8. 
16 Kris Hirschmann, Vampires in Literature (CA: Reference Point Press, 2011), 21. 
17 Jules Zanger, ‘Metaphor into Metonymy: The Vampire Next Door’, in Blood Read: The Vampire as Metaphor 
in Contemporary Culture, eds. J. Gordon and V. Hollinger (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 
1997), 23. 
18 Wilkins (2018), 8. 
19 Christopher Herbert, ‘Vampire Religion’, Representations 79, no. 1 (2002), 107. 
20 James David Fay, ‘Read Blood: A Literary History of the Vampire in British and American Fiction’, MA 
Thesis (Master of Arts: English). (Texas: Tarleton State University, Aug 2000), 7. 
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Saint Augustine and Saint Clement.21 Thus, due to the symbolic shift of blood, the vampire 

became, by logical extension, an adversary in the paradigm of Christianity and church 

doctrine. As such, Christian artefacts, particularly holy symbols including the crucifix and 

holy water, were used as weapons against the vampire, operating to provisionally repel the 

vampire, though unable to destroy it. Indeed, in the transition of the vampire from folklore to 

literature, the consumption of blood also became the way to prolong its immortality. The 

vampire, therefore, not only corrupts the sacred consumption of blood, but also debases the 

resurrection and eternal life that is promised by Jesus Christ. It was here, within this 

sacrilegious exchange that the vampire is set in direct defiance of Christ, for the vampire 

now becomes the ‘arrow in the side of Him who died for man’.22  

To further emphasise the position of Dracula as the Anti-Christ, Stoker employs a capital 

letter in the creature’s pronouns, precisely as ‘God’ is conventionally capitalised. For 

instance: ‘so when He came tonight, I was ready for Him… when I tried to cling to Him, He 

raised me up and flung me down’.23 Defeating Dracula thus adopted the quality of a 

religious crusade. As Van Helsing explained: ‘Thus are we ministers of God’s own wish: 

that the world and men for whom His Son died, will not be given over to monsters, whose 

very existence would defame Him’.24 Therefore, the vampire was positioned into the 

Manichean style dualism presented in Christianity and offered the opportunity to explore a 

cosmic battle between good and evil, God and the Devil. As Mary Hallab writes, ‘the 

vampire is a powerful supernatural figure in a Manichean universe. He stands for Satan 

against God, Evil against Good, the Body against the Soul, Darkness against the Light and 

Death against Immortal Life’.25 The vampire in Dracula is thus set against Christian 

goodness and the identity of Jesus Christ, with this dichotomy persisting in later adaptations.   

While the figure of the vampire did not remain static following the publication of Dracula in 

1897, it did crystallise into a fairly stable cultural formation, particularly as it transitioned 

into the new visual medium of cinema. Dracula has been depicted in numerous ways, the 

most famous by Max Schreck, Bela Lugosi, Christopher Lee, Jack Palance, Klaus Kinski, 

Frank Langella, Gary Oldman, Willem Dafoe, and Gerard Butler.26 It was this plethora of 

                                                           
21 See: Raymond T. McNally and Radu Florescu, In Search of Dracula: The History of Dracula and Vampires 
(Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1994), 118. 
22 Stoker (1897), 265. 
23 Ibid, 311. 
24 Ibid, 354-55. 
25 Mary Y. Hallab, Vampire God: The Allure of the Undead in Western Culture (New York: State University of 
New York, 2009), 80. 
26 F. W. Murnau, Nosferatu (Germany: Prana Film, 1922); Tod Browning, Dracula (USA: Universal Studios, 
1931); Terence Fisher, Horror of Dracula (England: Hammer Film Productions, 1958); Dan Curtis, Dracula 
(UK: Latglen Ltd., 1974); Werner Herzog, Nosferatu the Vampyre (France: Werner Herzog Filmproduktion, 
1979); John Badham, Dracula (UK: Universal Pictures, 1979); Francis Ford Coppola, Bram Stoker’s Dracula 
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vampires, screening from 1922 onwards, which reinforced the image, described by Candace 

Benefiel, of ‘an essentially solitary predator whose presence was the stimulus for an intrepid 

group of vampire hunters to form and bay in his pursuit, and whose time on centre stage was 

limited to brief, menacing appearances and capped with a spectacular death scene’.27 In this 

cinematic guise, the visual appearance of the vampire, its particular strengths and 

weaknesses, and the spectacular nature of the vampire’s death during the film’s climax 

became entrenched expectations within the genre. 

Tod Browning’s Dracula for Universal Studios in the 1930s, is arguably the single most 

influential cinematic depiction of a vampire.28 The influence that the Hungarian actor Bela 

Lugosi had on the image of the vampire, extends to his accent, costume, and complexion as 

well as general appearance, and his portrayal became synonymous with Dracula. Thus, by 

the end of the twentieth-century William Patrick Day claims, ‘Dracula the novel was far less 

important than Dracula the Count’.29 Indeed, it is Lugosi’s rendition of the Count which 

shaped the essential image of the vampire in our cultural imagination.  

Furthermore, it was in these filmic adaptations that the vampire’s death scene became 

synonymous with destruction by sunlight. Sunlight as a weapon against the vampire was 

first established in F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922). Count Orlok, based upon the figure of 

Stoker’s Dracula, sees the rising sun through a window and dissolves, leaving behind only a 

cloud of dust. Likewise, in 1958 Count Dracula was reincarnated for a new generation in the 

Hammer Film series, starring Christopher Lee as the Count. In Horror of Dracula, the first 

of these films, the vampire vividly disintegrates when exposed to the sun.30 This reinforced 

the lethal effect of sunlight as part of vampire lore and made it axiomatic in succeeding 

films. As film special effects improved, the nature of a vampire’s death became more 

dramatic, resulting in ever more spectacular moments of combustion.31  

                                                           
(USA: American Zoetrope, Columbia Pictures Corporation, 1992); E. Elias Merhige, Shadow of the Vampire 
(UK: Saturn Films, 2000); Patrick Lussier, Dracula 2000 (USA: Dimension Films, 2000). 
27 Candace Benefiel, ‘Blood Relations: The Gothic Perversion of the Nuclear Family in Anne Rice’s Interview 
with the Vampire’, Journal of Popular Culture 38, no.2 (Nov 2004), 261. 
28 Tod Browning, Dracula (USA: Universal Studios, 1931). 
29 William Patrick Day, Vampire Legends in Contemporary American Culture: What Becomes a Legend Most 
(Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 2002), 17. 
30 Terence Fisher, Horror of Dracula (England: Hammer Film Productions, 1958). 
31 This trait continues in contemporary texts for instance, in Neil Jordan’s filmic adaptation of Anne Rice’s 
Interview with the Vampire (1994) Claudia and her new performative substitute mother become ashen statues, 
capturing their last moments of agony when they are forced to meet the sun, and when touched their form 
dissolves into cinders on the ground. In Dracula 2000 (2000), Dracula, who is revealed to be the damned Judas 
Iscariot, is set alight by the sun. With his arms outstretched, he burns in the shape of a cross. Similarly, in an 
iconic scene from Let the Right One In (Tomas Alfredson (Sweden, 2008)), Virginia, not wishing to be a 
vampire, is exposed to the sun and instantly transforms into a column of fire. In True Blood (2008-14), the 
vampire’s burn in the sunlight, becoming burnt corpses, before finally bursting into flames. 
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In turn, this rendered the vampire less ethereal and more corporeal and appeared to liberate it 

from what Auerbach phrases as ‘the old metaphysics’ in which chiefly religious artefacts 

defined the downfall of the vampire.32 Indeed, as religious symbols became less significant 

in bringing about the downfall of the vampire, sunlight gained greater prominence in these 

narratives. However, the vampire’s vulnerability to sunlight appeared to maintain its 

demonic status in accordance with its Manichean configuration, since, as David MacDowell 

Blue writes, the vampire’s death through sunlight ‘made a kind of emotional sense’, the 

‘creature of darkness poisoned by light … a holy weapon’.33 Indeed, the introduction of 

sunlight as the vampire’s chief vulnerability maintains the metaphysical boundary necessary 

for the vampire to exist in the imaginary but does not antagonise the secular viewer with, 

what may seem even more preposterous to some, the power of God. Nevertheless, this 

revision to the genre demonstrates an evolution that reflects a growing secularisation of 

society in this period.  

Yet, in the latter-half of the twentieth-century, several critical vampire narratives were 

published that reinvented aspects of the vampire and modernised the villain. Richard 

Matheson’s I Am Legend (1954) tells the story of Robert Neville, the sole survivor of a 

vampire plague.34 In this reworking, that prefigured the zombie genre which is allied to the 

vampire tradition, vampirism is not a supernatural state, but a result of an infectious disease. 

I Am Legend was the first major work to link vampirism and science. Likewise, in the 

Horror of Dracula (1958), the ‘Army of Light’ is more professional than spiritual. Perhaps 

influenced by Matheson’s depiction, Peter Cushing’s Van Helsing emphasises a scientific 

approach to the vampire (he suggests we should study vampires as we do bats) and likens 

vampirism to a contagion or addiction.  

Certainly, vampire cinema of the late-twentieth century demonstrated a move beyond the 

established account of the vampire that had marked the figure up to that point. As Stacey 

Abbott writes: ‘What the novel Dracula had come to embody was being undermined and 

overthrown by a structural reinvention of modernity in the late twentieth century’.35 In other 

words, the vampire texts of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that were developed 

with metaphysical understandings in mind were redefined and modernised in the late 

twentieth century to transform the boundaries of the genre, and in turn highlight societal 

changes of the period.  

                                                           
32 Auerbach (1995), 121. 
33 David MacDowell Blue, ‘Sunlight and Vampires’, Vampires.com (26 Feb 2011). Accessed 8 Mar 2016, 
http://www.vampires.com/sunlight-and-vampires/. 
34 Richard Matheson, I Am Legend (1954) (New York: Orb, 1995).  
35 Stacey Abbott, Celluloid Vampires: Life after Death in the Modern World (University of Texas Press, 2007), 
75. 
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Significantly, the vampire genre’s reinvention was demonstrated through the vampire’s 

relocation from a predominantly European heritage to a global presence. As Abbott 

continues, ‘This period of radical change removed the vampire from its mythic 

representation, reinvented it as a modern vampire, and relocated it to America’.36 In 1966 the 

vampire became the star of a soap opera in Dan Curtis’s Dark Shadows. The 200-year-old 

vampire Barnabas Collins terrorises his descendants and emulates his passion for his long-

deceased paramour Josette du Pres onto women acquainted with the family. By maintaining 

the traditional characterisation and abilities of the vampire associated with Dracula, but 

bringing these into contemporary culture, the series began a process of modernising the 

vampire narrative. The popularity of Dark Shadows led to a resurgence in vampire literature, 

where the demon appeared in the midst of what seems like an everyday world, rather than a 

distant Gothicised past.37 Likewise, Stephen King’s Salem’s Lot (1975), for instance, 

presents the readers with the idea of the vampire next door. Set in contemporary small-town 

America, King’s novel follows an ancient vampire Kurt Barlow who decides to relocate to 

Jerusalem’s Lot (Salem’s Lot for short), a small town in Maine. When the townspeople 

begin to disappear and then reappear as vampires, a small group hunt down and kill Barlow. 

By this time, however, the town is overrun, and the survivors are forced to flee. The novel 

conforms to most of the conventions established by Stoker, the vampire’s weaknesses and 

abilities remain the same—garlic, crucifixes, wooden stakes, hypnotism, and so on. 

Significantly, though, both Dark Shadows and Salem’s Lot bring the figure of the vampire 

out of a ‘period’ world of the past and into everyday society. 

Thus, the vampire became enmeshed in the cultural revolution that formed the American 

social climate of the 1970s, and thus the vampire genre moved beyond the ideas that had 

constrained the figure in its European guise. Instead, the vampire of this era was defined by 

the frontier of the new world, where they may revel in their new environment, surrounded by 

motifs of a “brave new world”. Such texts as Dark Shadows, Salem’s Lot, Interview with the 

Vampire, Near Dark (1987), The Lost Boys (1987), and Vamp (1986) present the vampire 

outside of the confines of Transylvanian castle’s and reimagines the vampire in a modern 

world living amongst us mortals. The vampire was also reimagined as young and beautiful. 

For instance, the vampires in Joel Schumacher’s The Lost Boys denote a significant shift in 

the presentation of the vampire from a solitary and monstrous homme-fatal to a group of 

Californian teenage vampires. Such reimagining’s paved the way for the beautiful vampire 

motif and vampire romance narrative which have held their popularity into contemporary 

                                                           
36 Abbott (2007), 75. 
37 Dan Curtis, Dark Shadows (USA: Dan Curtis Production, ABC, 1966-1971), Television Broadcast; Tim 
Burton dir., Dark Shadows (USA: Warner Bros, 2012), Film.  
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vampire texts particularly in the Twilight franchise. Certainly, this young, beautiful and 

American vampire heritage follows through to the contemporary vampire texts of Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer, Twilight, Supernatural, True Blood, The Vampire Diaries, The Originals as 

each respective text feature characters defined by their good looks, deployed tangibly in film 

and television adaptations through the employment of attractive actors. Moreover, each text 

set in their respective American suburbia subsisting amongst humans negotiating both 

human and supernatural boundaries.  

In 1972 Raymond McNally and Radu Florescu publicised their research In Search of 

Dracula in which they claimed that Stoker’s Count Dracula was founded upon the historical 

figure of Vlad the Impaler.38 This attribution lent historical weight to the character of 

Dracula and in turn welcomed an array of original mythologies to surround the figure of the 

vampire. Indeed, films such as Dan Curtis’ Dracula, Francis Ford Coppola’s Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula and Gary Shore’s Dracula Untold acknowledged this link. Such revisionist 

approaches enabled the vampire genre to disaffiliate from its Victorian narrative roots and 

embrace a new style of vampire narrative.  

One such innovation concerned the metaphysics of the vampire. Vampire cinema of the late 

twentieth century emerges as distinctly secular when compared to the metaphysical vampires 

of the Victorian era and the present day ‘post-secular’ vampires. The Victorian vampire was 

a figure very much embroiled in a religious context, in as much as its own narrative 

originates in a metaphysical exchange of immortality for the forfeiture of the soul, and thus 

perverts the Christian resurrection promise. Alternatively, the modern-day vampire exhibits 

an existential preoccupation with its own metaphysical origins and strives for an ethical 

atonement demonstrated by their refusal to succumb to their blood lust. Whereas the late 

twentieth 20th century vampire subscribed to no moral or religious dichotomy, other than its 

own idolatry of blood and does not acknowledge any higher purpose that itself and own 

function. Indeed, within such texts as George Romero’s Martin (1978), Kathryn Bigelow’s 

Near Dark (1987) and Richard Wenk’s Vamp (1986), the vampire’s metaphysical 

subsistence has been removed. In place of this, these texts position vampires as methodical 

serial killers feeding their lust for blood, operating either alone or as a part of an elaborate 

operation.  

Within this period of vampire film, religious iconography and theological explanations that 

had previously surrounded the vampire were circumvented. This secularised American 

vampire is most obviously seen in Romero’s Martin which takes a revisionist approach to 

                                                           
38 Raymond T. McNally and Radu Florescu, In Search of Dracula: The History of Dracula and Vampires 
(Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1994), 118. 
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the vampire story. In this depiction, the vampire Martin does not possess typical vampiric 

qualities, for instance he does not have fangs and is unaffected by sunlight. Martin’s sole 

vampiric trait is his perceived requirement to consume human blood. To this end he 

medically sedates his victims, slits their wrists with a razor blade and drinks their blood. 

Indeed, as the film unfolds it becomes apparent that Martin is in fact not a ‘vampire’ in the 

strictest terms, as the consumption of blood is not due to any metaphysical or dietary 

imperative. Evidently, Martin suffers from delusions, his vampire identity is established via 

a reimagined family history that links him to the curse of Nosferatu. Rather, Martin’s 

vampiric actions become the desirous projection of embedded prior vampire film. This is 

understood in Martin through the black and white sequences that imitate previous vampire 

films of the early twentieth century which substitute the respective actor for Martin. 

Essentially, Martin can be read as a secular rendering of the vampire text, as even Martin 

notes, ‘Things only seem to be magic, there is no real magic’. By removing the vampire 

figure from the realm of the supernatural, he is recast as a mentally unstable serial killer 

suffering from misidentification delusions. Such a text marks an interesting moment in the 

genre in which the vampire figure was detached from its fantastic imaginings and 

metaphysical origins and became instead a secular manifestation.  

Indeed, vampire cinema of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s portrayed an evolved secularised vampire 

undetermined by ontological sureties, which in turn represented the broader secularisation of 

society during the late twentieth century. In turn, such texts prefigure the move toward the 

post secular vampire that is the focus of this thesis. However, the publication of Anne Rice’s 

Interview with the Vampire (1976) marked another pivotal moment in the depiction of the 

vampire figure, with scholarship designating this vampire change and subsequent vampire 

renderings as ‘post-Rice’.39 The novel was the first in the series The Vampire Chronicles, 

which now numbers twelve novels, the latest published in 2016. Through her series, Rice 

seeks to evaluate, via the vampire Lestat de Lioncourt and his various associates, including 

the vampires Louis de Pointe du Lac and Armand, the relationship between human kind, the 

vampire, and a divine being, God. Rice uses the dual nature of the vampire, being both 

simultaneously supernatural and human, to observe this, and in doing so, develops a 

particular theological rubric that resonates with post-secular philosophy. 

The Post-Secular  

There is a significant coincidence between the emergence of the ‘new’ vampire in Rice’s 

work in the mid-1970s and the emergence of a certain watershed in world-view that has 

                                                           
39 Scholars such as Debrah Wilson Overstreet (2006), Matthew Pateman (2006), J Gordon Melton (2010) and 
Milly Williamson (2005) refer to a ‘pre-’ or ‘post-’ Rice vampire to designate a change in the vampire figure. 
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come to be known as the post-secular. Significantly, the works of Paul Tillich (1946, 1952, 

1957, 1963), Mircea Eliade (1957), Thomas Luckmann (1967) and Robert Bellah (1970), 

signalled a changing perspective when discussing the realms of religion and the secular in 

society.40 This turning point marks the arrival of signs within the Western cultural sphere 

that the march of secularisation that has been such a distinctive element of modernity, was 

beginning to ebb.  

Sociologically speaking, secularisation is the movement of society, culture, and its 

institutions away from identifying with religious values and the church, which manifested 

politically in the separation of church and state. The secularisation of the state was the 

response outlined in the 1648 ‘Treaty of Westphalia’ which ended the religious wars in 

Europe.41 Secularisation was used to describe the transfers of territories held by the church to 

the control of political authorities.42 Indeed, this process set about the ‘differentiation’ and 

‘segmentation’ of religion, and disseminated the idea of a ‘state’ religion.43 This 

transformation inevitably challenged the dominion of institutionalised churched religion in 

the West and produced, what Peter Beyer describes as a gradual ‘shift away from the 

dominance of particular forms of religion’.44 Moreover, secularisation has since been closely 

linked to rationalist philosophy and enlightenment thinking, that encompasses a belief that 

via modernisation, science, progression, and rationalisation, religion will inevitably lose its 

authority (or have it radically diminished) in many aspects of social and political life. 

Indeed, this is not a new proposition. The relationship between secularisation and religious 

decline has been a prominent philosophical debate since the work of such sociologists as 

Émile Durkheim, Max Weber and Auguste Comte.45  

                                                           
40 Paul Tillich, ‘Religion and Secular Culture’, The Journal of Religion 26, no. 2 (Apr., 1946): 79-86; The 
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42 See: Frank J. Lechner, ‘Secularization’ (Atlanta: Emory University, 1990), 1-7. Accessed 26 Sep 2014, 
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43 Beyer (2012), 109. 
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in Post-Westphalian Context’, Social Compass 63 (2016), 242. 
45 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912), trans. Carol Cosman (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2001); Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion (1864-1920) (London: Methuen, 
1965); Max Weber, ‘Science as a Vocation’, in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, eds. H. H. Gerth and C. 
Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 129-158; Auguste Comte, System of Positive Polity, or 
Treatise on Sociology, Instituting the Religion of Humanity (1851-1854, four volumes), in Auguste Comte and 
the Religion of Humanity: The Post-theistic Program of French Social Theory, ed. Andrew Wernick (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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Nevertheless, the ‘secular age’ has not resulted in an atheistic secularism. Indeed, 

theological exploration prevails within this model, and many are inclined to present an 

alternative approach to ‘religion’, referred to as ‘spirituality’. Ever since, various scholars 

have attempted to demarcate this process, terming it ‘post-secular’, ‘post-modern’, ‘post-

Westphalian’, ‘post-Durkheimian’, ‘post-sacred’ or describing it as a ‘spiritual revolution’, 

‘consumerist religion’, and ‘desecularization’.46 However, these overlapping terminologies 

refer to the same process, the collapse of the once distinct categories known as the religious 

and the secular, as well as the complex dialogue that arises from this breakdown.  

Each of the above terms demarcate what, Aleksandr Kyrlezhev describes as ‘a new 

understanding of religion’, arguing, ‘the process [of secularisation] has turned out to involve 

a rebirth of religion, but religion of a qualitatively new kind’.47 Though such terms denote a 

slightly different facet of this ‘rebirth’, each could reasonably be used interchangeably 

throughout this thesis. However, the term ‘post-secular’ most readily invokes the broader 

socio-cultural dimensions of this process. The term does not imply a reversal as does 

‘desecularization’. Rather, post-secular invokes the concept that religion and the secular now 

coincide to create a new vocabulary of religious experience in the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries. Moreover, using the term post-secular, in spite of its arguable 

limitations, Giuseppe Giordan and Enzo Pace agree, that its use ‘evoke[s] how secularization 

processes have produced some unintended and ambivalent affects in the specifically 

religious field’, explicitly that ‘those secularizing processes have transformed and not 

eliminated the function of religion within our society’.48 Indeed, they suggest that ‘the terms 

“religious” and “secular” can really be understood only in relation and opposition to each 

other. Thus, any redefinition of the secular necessarily involves a redefinition of the 

religious, and vice versa’.49 The term post-secular encompasses such explanations and 

highlights the tempestuous intersection between ‘religion’ and ‘secular’. Thus, it also 

motions to a ‘new kind’ of vocabulary for discussing such themes.  

Jürgen Habermas in ‘Secularism’s Crisis of Faith: Notes on Post-Secular Society’ outlines 

the three processes of modernisation that have encouraged secularisation; the progress of 

science, new ‘social subsystems’, and an ‘increase in existential security’. First, scientific 

and technological advancement led to the ‘dis-enchantment’ of the world, as empirical 

                                                           
46 See: Peter Berger (1999); Peter Beyer (2012, 2016); Jürgen Habermas (2009, 2010); Gauthier and Martikainen 
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evidence can be used to explain states and events that were previously attributed to 

metaphysical origins. As Habermas writes, ‘a scientifically enlightened mind cannot be 

easily reconciled with theocentric and metaphysical worldviews’.50 Second, through the 

separation of church and state, new economic and political ‘social subsystems’, such as 

schools and parliament developed, detached from religious institutions and ideals. With the 

rise of these new social subsystems, religion lost public and political influence and, 

increasingly, religion became a private concern. Third, social and economic development in 

the post-industrial era led to higher average levels of welfare and greater social security, 

reduced risk to life, and increased the sense of ‘existential security’. This increased sense of 

justice and earthly security made redundant the need to align with a religion that ‘promises 

to cope with uncontrolled contingencies through faith in a “higher” or cosmic power’.51 In 

this, Habermas reflects the ideologies of major philosophers of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries such as Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, and Max Weber, who saw that 

religion had suffered an inexorable decline under the forces of such modernisation.52 

However, Habermas also describes the unintended effects of secularisations campaign. In 

several recent essays, he challenges the post-enlightenment assumption that religion is not 

necessary in the role of the public sphere and has become critical of hard-line secularism. 

‘Religious language’, Habermas writes, is ‘the bearer of a semantic content that is inspiring 

and even indispensable, for its content eludes (for the time being?) the explanatory force of 

philosophical language and continues to resist translation into reasoning discourses’.53 

Religion, he claims, has a consoling function whereby it invests a new ‘postmetaphysical’ 

significance into ‘unavoidable suffering and unrecompensed injustice, the contingencies of 

need, loneliness, sickness, and death’ and ‘teaches us to bear them’.54 In isolating this 

distinct and unique function of religion, Habermas, writes John McClure, is ‘trying to 

imagine… a kind of spirituality (or ‘postmetaphysical philosophy’) that would underwrite 

political pluralism, social justice, and intellectual freedom’.55 In other words, the effect of 
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secularisation has meant that religious experience is no longer exclusively detected within 

the framework of religious institutions, rather, ‘sacred themes’ are found in many 

components of experiential life, even within the secular world.  

Along with Habermas, sociologists and philosophers, like Zygmunt Bauman, Peter L. 

Berger, Wilfred M. McClay, Charles Taylor, Mark Taylor, Slavoj Žižek, and Graham Ward, 

have found that the supposedly secular cultural landscape disguises the fact that religion 

continues to hold a resounding presence.56 As McClay notes: ‘At the dawning of the 21st 

century, the secular worldview, whose triumph once seemed so inevitable, now seems 

stalled, and even to be losing ground, or being superseded’.57 It is this stalling of 

secularisation as well as the transformed approach to religious exploration that is designated 

by the term ‘post-secular’. 

Moreover, the description of modern societies as post-secular refers to a change in the public 

awareness towards religion and the renewal of religious visibility. This was emphasised 

politically by the terror attacks of 9/11, after which, fundamentalist movements and the fear 

of terrorism, defined in religious terms, undermined the secularist belief in the disappearance 

of religious influence and identification.58 As Mark Taylor insists: 

You cannot understand the world today if you do not understand religion. Never 
before has religion been so powerful and so dangerous. No longer confined to 
church, synagogue, and mosque, religion has taken to the streets by filling airways 
and networks with images and messages that create fatal conflicts, which threaten to 
rage out of control.59 

Fundamental and radicalised religion emphasised by the events of 9/11 marked a turning 

point in the presence of religion within society, as religion regained a political relevance, 

one that was subdued by the Westphalian agreement. Indeed, as Habermas alleges: ‘global 

changes and the visible conflicts that flare up in connection with religious issues give us 
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reason to doubt whether the relevance of religion has waned’.60 However, as McClay writes, 

it is a resurgence which faces fierce opposition, and ‘merely to mention the events of 9/11, is 

for many Americans and Europeans, to present in the most vivid way possible the reasons to 

fear this development [religious resurgence], and seek to reverse it’.61  

Religion features strongly not only in current media through the discussion of radicalised 

Islam, but also regarding the same-sex marriage debate, abortion debate (split between ‘pro-

choice’ and ‘pro-life’ activists), and allegations of child sexual abuse within Catholic and 

Anglican Churches. As such religion’s role within society remains focal, particularly in the 

realms of politics and culture. Such stories have permitted religion to re-enter the political 

sphere, and American Christians, in particular, have been given space to weigh in on the 

debate. Moreover, religion remains a prominent social issue, not only internationally through 

global conflicts but also nationally, through multiculturalism and immigration. As Habermas 

writes, ‘the Muslims next door force the Christian citizens to face up to the practise of rival 

faith’ and ‘coexistence between different religious communities is made harder by the 

difficult problem of how to integrate immigrant cultures socially’.62 Therefore, religious 

identification and discourse have moved to the forefront of politics and culture, indicating 

the requirement of a post-secular discourse in which religion must be treated seriously.63 In 

turn, this has created what Habermas calls, ‘a crisis of faith among secularists’ as they are 

having to revert to religious language to discuss such topical issues.64 

Certainly, the discussion of these topics in the media brings theological issues to the front of 

social concern and encourages theological debates between sceptics and believers. Indeed, 

religion tends to be conveyed negatively in the media. For many people, as Clive Marsh 

writes, ‘their main point of contact with religion is through media reports on religion from 

around the world’, and ‘much of this reporting is tangled up in conflict’.65 Therefore, for 

many without any other knowledge about religion, are ‘fully aware of what a destructive 

phenomenon religion can be’.66 In turn, this representation of religion has encouraged a 

number of new atheists, such as Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris and 

Steve Bruce, who cast religion as detrimental to society.67  
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On the other hand, the post-secular moment has also been shaped by a rise of new-age 

spirituality, in which, as Graham Ward notes, there is an increasing ‘polarization between 

those who talk of spirituality and those who talk of faith’.68 He continues, ‘as religion 

becomes more culturally pervasive… religion will develop forms of hyper-individualism, 

self-help as self-grooming, custom-made eclecticism that proffer a pop transcendence and 

pamper to the need for “good vibrations”’.69 As people move away from identification with 

institutionalised religious faith, there are an increasing number of individuals who are 

seeking less restrictive forms of spiritual expression. This ‘kind of quest’, describes Charles 

Taylor, is ‘defined by a kind of autonomous exploration, which is opposed to a simple 

surrender to authority; and people who engage in this kind of spiritual path are indeed, put 

off by the moralism and code-fetishism which they find in churches’.70 Indeed, we find that 

most citizens in the ‘secular’ West are torn between such ‘cross-pressures’ and find 

themselves favouring what Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim describe as a 

‘choose-your-own’ approach to faith, in which ‘even God himself must be chosen’.71 

Max Weber characterised the age of modernity as ‘the disenchantment of the world’.72 In 

seeking what it meant to be modern, the accompanied rise of the scientific and the rational 

world-view signalled the loss of spiritualism, wonder and mystery. As Rosalie Osmond in 

Imagining the Soul writes: 

Our present desire is for certainties—and for certainties of a particular type, 
certainties that can be proven by experimental means… something verified by 
experiment, elaborate machinery that measures brain waves, mathematical equations 
that illustrate beyond doubt that such and such must be the case… [However] we 
desperately want there to be something outside and beyond the physical. Yet 
paradoxically, we have to use essentially physical means to attempt to discover 
this.73 

Osmond explains how the impulses of modernity, science and rationality have triggered the 

process of ‘disenchantment’ and this has compelled the forfeiture of those things which 

reside outside of the physical. However, as famously described by sociologist Zygmunt 

Bauman, the postmodern period comprised of ‘the “re-enchantment” of the world after the 
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protracted and earnest, though in the end inconclusive, modern struggle to dis-enchant it’.74 

If ‘dis-enchantment’ involved the secularisation of the modern world; then ‘re-enchantment’ 

signalled the return of an engagement with the non-physical, chiefly, religious and spiritual 

considerations.75 As John McClure writes, the processes of secularisation or ‘dis-

enchantment’ were in fact a catalyst to ‘yet another in the series of moments in American 

history when spiritual preoccupations intensify and new spiritualties flourish’.76 This 

‘moment’ is known as the post-secular.  

Post-Secular Film and Television 

In particular, the post-secular turn is reflected in contemporary cultural texts. As Graham 

Ward writes: ‘The implosion of the secular has… facilitated a new return to the theological 

and a new emphasis upon re-enchantment: a return not signalled by theologians but by 

filmmakers, novelists, poets, philosophers, political theorists, and cultural analysts’.77 In 

recent years there has been a noticeable increase in the number of television shows, films 

and popular literary texts with a supernatural interest.78 In the last decade of the twentieth-

century, there was a steady increase of supernatural television shows like The X-Files (1993-

2002), Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003), its spin-off Angel (1999-2004), Charmed 

(1998-2006), and Roswell (1999-2002), as well as popular novels such as Anne Rice’s The 

Vampire Chronicles (1976-2014), L.J. Smith’s The Vampire Diaries (1991-present), Laurell 

K. Hamilton’s Anita Blake series (1993-2018) and J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter (1997-

2007), all orientated around the supernatural. At the forefront of this trend is the 

amalgamation of inhuman characters such as witches, vampires, and aliens into mundane 

settings often in a milieu of ‘teen angst’.79 In the twenty-first century, that trend appears to 

have accelerated, with the popularity of television series like Dead Like Me (2003-4), Hex 

(2004-5), The Ghost Whisperer (2005-10), Medium (2005-11), Supernatural (2005-present), 

True Blood (2008-14), The Vampire Diaries (2009-17), Being Human (2008-13) and its 

American derivative (2011-14), American Horror Story (2011-present), Grimm (2011-17), 

The Originals (2013-present), Penny Dreadful (2014-16), Lucifer (2016-18), Outcast (2016-

present) as well as the return of The X-Files (2016-present). In addition, the popularity of 

Charlaine Harris’s The Southern Vampire Mysteries (2001-13) which was adapted for 

HBO’s True Blood, and Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight Saga (2005-08), which was developed 
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into a film franchise of the same title (2008-12), exemplify the universality of such works 

and demonstrate their broad reaching influence. Indeed, such texts have become 

commonplace in our cultural imaginations.  

Since the commencement of cinema, there have been those interested in understanding film, 

and later television, through a theological lens. Robert K. Johnson in his chapter on 

‘Theological Approaches’ in the Routledge Companion to Religion and Film, provides a 

narrative of the connection between cinema and religion. He begins with a quote from the 

New England congregational minister Herbert Jump, who was one of the first to offer a 

theological rationale behind film in his pamphlet, The Religious Possibilities of the Motion 

Picture (1911). Jump broached the possibility that the Church could use movies of Jesus in 

the same vein as Jesus Christ used parables. In essence, Jump argued that both parables and 

motion pictures were ‘dramatic stor[ies] of contemporary experience… picturing negative 

elements such as crime, accident, ignorance, sin, and thus commending itself as true to life, 

but in the end showing the defeat and expulsion of the negative elements by positive 

qualities, virtuous souls, God-like traits’.80 Jump considered cinema capable of reflecting 

theological ideals, performing theological work, and perhaps even offering divine 

revelation.81  

More recently the relationship between film and television and theology has been revived 

and a vast number of scholarly works exploring this boundary have been published. Some 

critics have discussed the presence of the bible in film.82 Some have focused on films that 

contain Christ-figures.83 Additionally, certain critics have explored films experiential 

dimension in people’s spiritual journey and theological understanding.84 Still others have 

turned their attention to ‘secular’ films and have discovered theological themes.85 Conrad 
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Ostwalt in ‘Celluloid Religion: Reading Religion Scholars Watching Films’ reflected upon 

this growing interdisciplinary nature of religion and film studies at the end of the twentieth-

century and called for a ‘sub-discipline’ in which ‘more integrated methods should be used 

to study religion and film’.86 Thirteen years later, in ‘The Bible, Religion, and Film in the 

Twenty-first Century’, Ostwalt readdresses his 2000 article, and applauds the thriving 

scholarly area of religion and film:  

The burgeoning “sub-discipline” has exploded into a thriving scholarly area within 
popular cultural studies. Numerous exceptional, sometimes ground-breaking, films 
have been released that engage our culture about religious themes and ultimate 
questions, sometimes with humour and light-hearted entertainment, and sometimes 
with provocative cultural goading. In addition, a shelf-full of books and articles have 
been produced exploring religion and film. These developments suggest that the first 
decade of the twenty-first century demonstrates a fascination with religion, 
spirituality, and the supernatural, and the marketplace of ideas on these items is 
being negotiated at, among other places, the movie theatre.87 

Such a study of religion and spirituality in film affords an important and distinctive window 

through which to observe and assess religion in society as a whole. The success in bringing 

about such a ‘sub-discipline’ has undoubtedly been due to and, in part, responsible for the 

post-secular turn outlined above.  

A variety of recent studies have made diverse claims about the character and transformation 

of religion in culture. Scholars such as Diana Eck have observed that religion has recently 

become profoundly diverse, inundated by waves of new immigrants greatly expanding the 

demographic pluralism of faiths.88 Other scholars, including Wade Clark Roof, suggest that 

religion has become culturally individualistic, driven by religious ‘seekers’ bearing 

consumerist mentalities about faith.89 Some writers claim that young people, in particular, 
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have become alienated from traditional institutional religion and are either opting out of faith 

altogether or are on quests to construct more authentic, postmodern versions of faith and 

spirituality.90 Similarly, some suggest that religion generally is losing the coherence of 

historical religious traditions, as individuals increasingly create personal, bricolage 

spiritualties, eclectically mixing and matching spiritual practices from diverse faiths.91  

In turn, cultural products become for many people the main way they engage with 

theological matters. As Richard W. Santana and Gregory Erickson find in their anthology 

Religion and Popular Culture: Rescripting the Sacred, religious issues ‘of canonicity, 

scriptural authority, belief and unbelief are worked out not in churches and seminaries, not 

in our university classrooms, but in our popular culture’.92 Indeed, Stig Hjarvard outlined a 

theoretical framework known as ‘mediatization’, that, he suggests, along with the ‘meta-

processes’ of ‘modernization’ and ‘secularization’ have shaped the way people view 

religion. Among the many aspects of his theoretical framework, he looks at the presentation 

of religion and the supernatural in media and popular culture in an attempt to identify the 

principles that create conditions for religious intuitional change and affect religious 

engagement from the public. He claims that the media is a conduit of ideas and language, 

and can therefore, ‘mold religious imagination in accordance with the genres of popular 

culture’.93 Moreover, he suggests that ‘the media have taken over many of the social 

functions of the institutionalized religions, providing moral and spiritual guidance and a 

sense of community’.94 This increased attentiveness to the theological in popular culture can 

be read as evidence of the return to religious considerations in society, or a post-secular 

religious revival in the public sphere.  
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In particular, Gothic popular literature, American cinema and television, computer games, 

and interactive cyber sites, are pervasive exhibitors of religious and supernatural influence. 

As Hjarvard continues: 

Studying the ways religion interconnects with the media provides evidence of 
tendencies of secularization and of re-sacralization, and it may certainly be possible 
that both tendencies are at work at the same time—although in different areas and 
aspects of the interface between religion and media. For instance, some media 
genres, like news and documentaries, may in general subscribe to a secular world-
view, whereas science fiction and horror genres are more inclined to evoke 
metaphysical or supernatural imaginations.95 

Hence, Lynn Schofield Clark writes:  

I reframed the question that tends to see media and religion in competition, pointing 
out that neither is wholly determinative of an individual’s religious identity. I argued 
instead for an understanding of the cultural contexts that shape and limit how teens 
may come to understand religion, its stories of the supernatural, and their own 
relationship to these things.96 

Indeed, as Schofield Clark continues, ‘in this era of irregular attendance at religious 

organisations… the local synagogue, mosque, and church may be sources of information 

about the realm beyond, [but] so are television programs’.97 In particular, the supernatural 

genre is infused with and in some cases fashioned upon spiritual matters, which enables 

spiritual exploration and explanation amongst viewers. Certainly, within secular culture, 

such popular outlets, Hjarvard, Santana and Erickson and Schofield Clark suggest, may be 

the key way this generation of religious ‘seekers’ encounter theological matters.  

The genres of science fiction, fantasy and horror are spaces within which the metaphysical 

and the theological can be recognised and explored, outside of ‘suspect institutions’.98 

Removed from the strictures of realism, the fable-type narrative of these stories are, explains 

Roy Anker: 

[A] territory somewhere between parable and fairy-tale where realism is doused 
with the fantastic… [Where] human longing and the divine are let loose, so to speak, 
and then anything can, and usually does, happen [and] the fantastic and the 
implausible become real, and throughout there is ready help from beyond for all 
kinds of human misfortune.99  
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Such narratives tend to be set in fictional worlds that are very different from ours, though 

still recognisable. As screenwriter Nicholas Kazan comments: ‘You can raise issues in the 

horror genre that you cannot raise so easily in other types of films. Characters can talk about 

the existence of God in a horror movie, whereas in other films that would be incredibly 

pretentious’.100 Indeed, there has been a change in the Gothic genre’s approach to the 

theological, as its villains have become sites of religious exploration, redemption and soulful 

restoration, particularly the figure of the vampire. Such spiritual performances within the 

genre seem to have arisen in response to the lack that characterises modern life, a sense that 

there must be ‘something more’, an impulse to seek a ‘choose-your-own’ religious 

experience set within a secularised framework.  

These impulses coincide with what philosopher Charles Taylor terms the ‘cross-pressures’ 

of ‘belief’ and ‘unbelief’ in our secular age.101 Taylor contends that such dilemmas or ‘cross 

pressures’ typify modern Western life, in which its modern inhabitants are constantly 

wavering between two directions. One direction, designated ‘open’ or ‘vertical’, considers 

the possibility that the supernatural, the spiritual or transcendent could exist, while the other 

‘closed’ or ‘horizontal’ perspective associates such ideas with childish, irrational thought 

and insists that a rationally scientific world is all that exists.102 The Gothic genre, by 

engaging with both pressures, aims to reconcile these opposing directions. Scott Preston, in 

‘Horror and Re-enchantment: A Supernatural Genre in a Secular Age’ advocates that it is 

‘the re-enchanting function of horror’ that is able to assist in ‘overcoming’ or ‘resolving’ the 

‘particular cross-pressures of life in a secular age’.103 He continues, ‘films do this principally 

by offering audiences opportunities to imagine the possibility of a re-enchantment of their 

world without abandoning science, logic and reason. In other words, they resolve the 

conflict between belief and scepticism’.104 Indeed, as horror films and television 

programmes have reverted to their supernatural roots, they reengage with ‘religious and 

metaphysical subjects like the nature of belief, the existence of the soul or life-after death, 

and the reality of evil’.105 And in so doing, such texts have become an example of a genre 

functioning in its mythic capacity (i.e. re-enchantment) to offer solutions to the cross-

pressures described by Taylor.  
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In his study, Taylor proposes a third stage of secularity that differs from both the 

secularisation of public spaces and the decline of religious belief and practices (owing to the 

progress of science, new ‘social subsystems’, and an ‘increase in existential security’ the like 

outlined by Habermas).106 Taylor’s proposed stage of secularity is comparable to the post-

secular turn, he challenges rigid secularity and ultimately theorises ‘new conditions of 

belief’, determined by ‘the immanent frame’.107 He argues that ‘the immanent frame’, in 

which the scientific, social, and technological world are understood via secularism, 

nevertheless, remains imbued with a ‘religious searching’.108 As such, Taylor challenges the 

‘subtraction story’ where science replaces religion.109 Indeed, he suggests that ‘the immanent 

frame’ becomes more than public spaces ‘allegedly emptied of God’, but rather ‘the whole 

context of understanding in which our moral, spiritual or religious experience and search 

takes place’.110 Thus, Taylor understands secularisation to be a religious phenomenon and 

proposes that the two supposedly separate fields of the secular and religious should be 

considered concurrently. Indeed, he notes that it is ironically within the secularised 

‘immanent frame’ that people have been imbued with a renewed vigour to seek within 

theological conceptions answers to existential questions that have failed to be satiated by the 

processes of modernisation.  

However, it is important to note that, the post-secular debate does not simply designate the 

return of religious ideals, values and terminology to our secular society. Rather, the post-

secular turn involves a complex dialogue between religion and the secular world concerning 

their mutual interests and in turn they shape each other. Thus, the post-secular can be 

understood as a framework in which philosophical and metaphysical theories of divine 

presence can be recognised through secular experiences and imaginaries. Indeed, modern 

individuals live in a ‘cross-pressured space’, writes James K. A. Smith, ‘where both our 

agnosticism and our [religious] devotion are mutually haunted and haunting’.111  

Where the age of modernity once meant ‘the disenchantment of the world’, post-modernity 

invigorated a ‘re-enchantment’ in the same vein.112 Certainly this has followed through to 

our cultural imagination, as Graham Ward suggests, ‘Religion is, once more, haunting the 

imagination of the West’.113 As the processes of modernisation failed to appease this 

generations search for meaning or immanence, cultural products developed alongside 
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religious institutions to inform upon religious experience. Indeed, literature, film and 

television of the new-millennium are able to capture and reflect this haunting spiritual re-

engagement characteristic of the post-secular epoch. This is seen particularly in the works 

incorporated within this thesis through the deployment of the term soul in the figure of the 

post-Rice vampire. In turn, these vampire texts could be designated as post-secular, as they 

are about secular worlds and profane figures that debate theological sureties whilst desiring 

immanence. It is for this reason that I am suggesting that the new vampire introduced by 

Anne Rice and visible in contemporary vampire narratives is properly designated post-

secular vampire. 

The Post-Secular Vampire 

The twenty–first century vampire, as Deborah Wilson Overstreet observes, is ‘not your 

mother’s vampire’.114 The new vampire is existentially agonised, ethically exercised, and 

spiritually hungry in ways that are quite difficult to correlate to the Victorian vampire and its 

Hollywood derivatives. This new status is highlighted by an acute awareness that the 

vampire has of its soul. For reasons I will shortly discuss, it is possible to see the 

transformed vampire as symptomatic and illustrative of the post-secular moment. In 

particular, the reintroduction of the concept of ‘the soul’—whose fate and fatality are at the 

core of the contemporary vampire—can be seen as a post-secular reclamation of a concept 

whose force had been eroded with the advance of psychology, psychoanalysis, psychiatry, 

neuroscience and various cognitive theories of the mind. Thus, the new vampire through its 

soulful contemplation can speak about existential issues, the divine and spiritual experiences 

in simple, straight forward language without theological jargon and truth claims. Indeed, 

these vampire narratives of the new millennium present ‘a constant fare of religious 

representations that mixes institutionalized religion and other spiritual elements in new 

ways’.115 As such, they become sources of post-secular re-enchantment. 

Significantly, the contemporary vampire narrative takes place in ordinary settings, where the 

vampire is compelled to experience the trials of everyday life, whilst at the same time 

inhabiting a baroque supernatural world and caught in a profound metaphysical struggle. 

This duality is reflected in the vampires own double ontology: part human and part 

supernatural being. Indeed, this duality allows the audience to engage with the vampire on a 

mundane level as a character in a television drama as well as at the level of supernatural 

fantasy, a process which precipitates the audience unwittingly into a theological discourse. I 

acknowledge, along with others, that the pivotal reconfiguration of the vampire was 
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pioneered by Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire (1976), a text which heralded a 

revolution in the depiction (and function) of vampires in popular culture. Subsequently, 

Rice’s Lestat and Louis, the beautiful and existential vampires in that novel, paved the way 

for the modern ‘ensouled’ vampire that is emblematic of the post-secular cultural revolution.  

Rice’s revolutionary vampires, particularly Lestat and Louis—the central characters in 

Interview with the Vampire—marked a significant shift in the representation of the vampire 

figure. Rice’s reluctant and sympathetic vampires radically transformed the image created in 

Dracula and perpetuated by Hollywood. As David Keyworth writes:  

If Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) represented the grotesque, walking corpse-type 
vampire of old, then Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire (1976) exemplified the 
modern vampire. In sharp contrast to the fictional Dracula, the main protagonists in 
the latter are portrayed as charismatic, erotic, and sympathetic characters with a 
conscience.116  

Indeed, several characteristics of the literary vampire established in Rice’s innovative work 

are now recurring features found in most contemporary vampire narratives. Of these, five 

features were paramount in ushering in the new vision of the ensouled vampire. First, Rice 

presents a vampire with a resolution to only feed on the ‘evildoer’. Second, her vampires are 

removed from the metaphysical strictures of the like that consumed Dracula, and in so 

doing, they become essentially human subjects with supernatural abilities. Third, her 

vampires are the narrators of the narrative. Fourth, Rice’s vampires are marked by their 

existential search, concerning chiefly the status of their soul. Finally, these vampires engage 

in their own post-secular dialogue, which culminates in a scene in Memnoch the Devil 

(1995), in which Lestat, God and the Devil discuss the reason for human existence, and the 

purpose of religion. Though such theological discussions, M. Jess Peacock writes, ‘are often 

only reserved for far more pious settings than the horror genre, and inquiries of a 

philosophical nature are generally relegated to the realm of academia, the vampire succeeds 

at intersecting these disciplines’.117 Indeed, Rice’s vampires, and the other vampire texts that 

will be discussed in this thesis, referred to as the post-secular vampires, interrogate such 

enquiries. In so doing, they exhibit a position that mirrors the broader cultural turn known as 

the ‘post-secular’. 

To begin with, in Rice’s portrayal of the vampire, the Anti-Christ character is not sustained. 

As Jules Zanger argues in his article ‘Metaphor into Metonymy: The Vampire Next Door’, 

‘the “new” vampire possesses very little of that metaphysical, Anti-Christian dimension, and 
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his or her evil acts are an expression of individual personality and condition, not of any 

cosmic conflict between God and Satan’.118 He suggests that the vampire has undergone a 

transformation from ‘metaphoric Anti-Christ’, a magical and metaphysical ‘other’, to a 

much less grandiose ‘metonymic’ vampire, who is a ‘social deviant’ and ‘secular sinner’.119 

Indeed, as Carol Senf has observed, ‘vampires in the twentieth-century have been perceived 

as more or less attractive rebel figures, ones who choose to live outside society’.120 The 

vampire’s identity shift is similarly noted by Margaret Carter, who posits that the new 

vampire has been redefined as a ‘rebellious outsider, as persecuted minority, as endangered 

species, and as member of a different “race” that legend portrays as sexually 

omnicompetent’.121 Thus, Carter posits that ‘the vampire makes a fitting hero for late 

twentieth-century popular fiction’.122 Consequently, once removed from the Manichean 

dichotomy evident in Stoker’s Dracula and post-Dracula renderings, the malevolent nature 

of the vampire gradually dispersed and, in Rice’s vision, the vampire was transformed into a 

sympathetic yet rebellious anti-hero.  

The post-Rice vampire is now also constrained by ethics. A chief factor that has 

characterised the ‘new’ vampire as sympathetic is a decision not to feed on innocent beings, 

but rather to feed on ‘the evil doer’.123 As the vampire Armand explains: 

The primary lesson was that we slay only “the evil doer”… it is an infallible 
principle that the slaying of the innocent will drive you mad. Believe me when I tell 
you that for your peace of mind you must feed on the evil, you must learn to love 
them in all their filth and degeneracy, and you must thrive on the visions of their evil 
that will inevitably fill your heart and soul during the kill. Kill the innocent and you 
will sooner or later come to guilt, and with it you will come to impotence and finally 
despair.124 

Therefore, due to the change in predatory protocols, Rice’s vampires are not monsters bound 

by satanic forces but for all intents and purposes justice-seeking serial killers or cannibals. 

Her vampires, including Armand, Lestat and Louis, therefore only feed on those they know 

to be ‘evil’ so that they might avoid the ‘guilt’, ‘impotence’ and ‘despair’ described by 

Armand. This marks a distinct change in the psychology of the vampire, who once, as in 

Dracula, found pleasure in tempting and destroying the innocent (i.e. Mina and Johnathon 
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Harker). Whereas, Rice’s incarnations, have developed a conscience or soul that restricts 

such desires. Thus, the vampire now becomes justified in their murderous impulses.  

Though Rice does not completely segregate her vampires from the metaphysical qualities 

that may align him or her with God or the Devil, she does however detach them from 

following pious doctrines, and through them she begins to discredit the unyielding traditions 

of religious faith and practices. Instead, Rice’s vampires become ingratiated into their own 

community of vampires, who abide to their own ethical law (‘slay only the “evil-doer”’) 

outside of any metaphysical imperatives ordained by religious teachings. In so doing, these 

vampires display, as Zanger notes, a far ‘greater degree of social complexity’, in which the 

‘metaphysical, anti-Christian dimension’ of the vampire ‘objectified in Dracula becomes 

increasingly compromised, permitting the existence of “good” vampires as well as bad 

ones’.125  

Certainly, the vampire has in its late twentieth-century transformation maintained its aura of 

sexuality, albeit in rehabilitated form. It appears to have lost the element of monstrosity but 

retained a frisson of sexual danger and supernatural (ideal) potency. Rice’s vampire 

protagonist has become, as William Patrick Day posits: ‘not simply a figure of sexual 

freedom but of artistic sensibility, wisdom, and insight—not just liberated desire but the 

apotheosis of the human’.126 The ethical development of the vampire has opened the figure 

up to the entire scope of both human and supernatural opportunities. As Zanger suggests: 

The narrow range of emotions permitted to Dracula confined him to a narrow range 
of activities—to kill and to plan to kill. The new vampires can be art lovers or rock 
stars or even police detectives, and this communal condition permits them to love, to 
regret, to doubt, to question themselves, to experience interior conflicts and cross 
impulses—to lose, in other words, that monolithic force possessed by Dracula, his 
unalterable volition.127 

Indeed, Rice’s vampires adopt a broader range of emotions and activities that reposition 

them from monsters motivated by evil, into the role of ideal human, beautiful and immortal 

with endless possibilities. The vampire’s transformed ethical and metaphysical position, 

therefore, solicit a re-evaluation of the vampire figure, particularly via its reformed 

relationship to humanity and the broader community.  

The presentation of the nineteenth and early twentieth-century vampires might also be 

extended to the modern literary vampire that evolved at the end of the twentieth-century. 

Yet, there are differences. The contemporary vampire is, for instance, notably less invested 
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in metaphysical motivations and has become pitiable demarcated in its quest to break away 

from such impulses and become more human. Despite their abilities, the post-Rice vampires 

stand opposed to the god-like position of power the vampire was previously thought to hold. 

They are acutely aware of their past humanity and they seem to be afraid of their own nature, 

their past atrocities, and how they are to be damned upon their ‘true death’.128  

The mythical figure of the vampire, as seen in Dracula, was awful and frightening in its 

‘otherness’, whereas the post-Rice vampire, Marianne Kristensen writes: ‘has evolved into 

being representative of something that is so similar to humans that the prospect of becoming 

a vampire is not at all threatening anymore; it is actually the way to find your true self’.129 

Zanger posits that ‘with each demythologizing transformation, the new vampire moves more 

freely in the direction of that single perceptual domain we call the “human”, into greater 

contiguity with us as readers’.130 Certainly, the diluting of the vampire’s metaphysical 

aspects can be mirrored in the post-secular era’s dilution of the boundaries between religion 

and secularity. Indeed, by seeking sacred meaning outside of the dominion of dogmatic 

religion, both the new vampire and the post-secular turn appear to be ‘ironically providing 

the self with the autonomy to explore new sources of sacred meanings’.131 This has been 

achieved in the vampire narrative by allowing the vampire to communicate its own 

experiences and emotions, as well as pursue individual desires, such that the vampire is no 

longer the villain but the hero of the narrative.  

Radically, Rice modified the vampire genre by telling the story through the vampire’s own 

words, as opposed to the perspective of its victims or opponents (Jonathon Harker, Van 

Helsing). In Dracula, the vampire existed as a solitary and secretive creature, and thus its 

interactions are solely documented via his encounters with the human protagonists. 

Therefore, the vampire-human relationship is central to Dracula, as the humans exist not 

only as victims (Mina, Renfield) and slayers (Van Helsing), but also as narrators (Harker) 

and are consequently presented as those ‘for whom to root, or… for whom to fear’.132 By 

contrast, in Interview with the Vampire, by granting the 200-year-old vampire, Louis, to tell 

his own story to a journalist, Rice breaks the conventions of treating the vampire as an 

unknown, and unknowable ‘other’. Instead, her vampires become those for whom the 

audience champion. According to Ken Gelder, this shift to a first-person account of the 
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vampire, which follows through in the rest of the chronicles, ‘emphasises disclosure 

(through confession or revelation) … [in which] the reader hears the “other” speaking 

firsthand … giv[ing] us the real story (at last) of the vampire’.133 So, the reader is outwardly 

offered the ‘true’ narrative of the vampire, which is layered with revelations of emotional 

states that in these instances are marked by feelings of guilt and regret.  

By moving the vampire story to a first-person narrative, the vampire is cast as the 

protagonist. As such, the reader becomes aligned with the vampire, and is now equipped to 

relate to the vampire’s plight and see the vampire as a vehicle for philosophic exploration.134 

As Barbara Frey Waxman suggests: ‘Through the interview format, Rice has swayed us to 

suspend our aversion toward the vampire, and in so doing leads us to question assumptions 

about human nature and to re-envision the repositories of good and evil in the world’.135 

While vampires were historically considered as pictures ‘of anthropomorphized evil’, Rice’s 

vampires became what Susan Ferraro describes as ‘loquacious philosophers who spend 

much of eternity debating the nature of good and evil’.136 In the post-Rice vampire narrative, 

this debate principally centres upon the way in which the vampire perceives the status of its 

‘soul’. Consequently, this change in narrative perspective marked a reduction in the role of 

the vampires as ‘other’ and initiated an era in which the vampire would be depicted as a 

philosophically reluctant killer and hero. In particular, the vampire’s first-person perspective 

leads vampires like Louis to emerge, Waxman continues, ‘as an appealing, remorseful, 

though obsessive killer: his obsessive need to kill makes him a victim of his nature, but he 

struggles against this restriction of his freedom’.137 It is this depiction of the reluctant and 

sympathetic vampire that persists in the ‘new’ vampire worlds of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 

Angel, Twilight, Supernatural, True Blood, and The Vampire Diaries.  

Crucially, the extent to which these new vampires were now to be regarded as protagonist, 

closer to heroic human than to supernatural monster, was expressed through a dramatization 

of the vampire’s ‘soul’. The soul of the vampire is expressed through the creature’s 

constitutive lack—it is the thing that they have lost in their transitional death (human to 

vampire) and it is that loss which renders them troubled, ridden with angst and seeking an 

earthy, if not heavenly, salvation. As Erik Butler notes: ‘All the world’s cultures revere and 

fear the dead, and belief in ghosts and spirits is universal. But vampires are not exactly 
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ghosts or spirits. Above all, they are bodies. The strange matter of a body lacking a soul—

life that imitates death and death that imitates life’.138 Certainly, it was this absent soul and 

corrupt resurrection that situated the vampire as a threat to Christian values. Yet, 

paradoxically in Rice’s vampires, it is the vampire’s anxiety over this lack that marks him as 

ensouled, and sets him in opposition to the damned soulless ghoul that embodied the 

metaphysically malevolent vampires of Stoker’s imagination. Then, it is through the 

reintegration and awareness of the soul—and all the facets that accompany such a term—

that the ‘new’ vampire has become an allegorical parable of redemption.  

Often in these texts, the memory of the vampire’s past humanity is equated to the time that 

they had a soul. In this sense, the soul is shown to be a precarious, losable entity, and the 

vampire is depicted, as in the tradition of the Faustian myth, as a human who has lost or 

corrupted their soul in a metaphysical transaction. Hence, the modern vampire acts with 

thoughts of redemption and restoration of their soul; hoping that by doing good, the bad will 

be undone, and the soul or ‘humanity’ restored. As Waxman considers, ‘Under Rice’s 

tutelage, therefore, persuaded by Louis’s eloquence and the poignancy of his struggle, we 

begin to recognize the legitimacy of the vampire’s quest for good in evil and evil in good’.139 

Rice recovers the term ‘soul’ from strict theological conceptions and applies it in her 

vampire narratives in order to convey a sense of spiritual and ethical self without the 

seeming constraints of institutionalised religion. As film director Bruno Dumont suggests: 

‘one must recover words like “grace”, “holiness”, for the profane world, we should not 

simply grant organised religion a monopoly over this language. I desire a sacred humanism, 

indeed a spiritual life, transcendence, but without God or the Church’.140 Likewise, the word 

‘soul’ has been recovered in the vampire genre to assist in projecting ‘a sacred humanism’, 

part of the post-secular turn, that transcends conceptions of the vampire as monstrous 

metaphor for ‘other’.141 Moreover, as the vampire is distanced from its past metaphysical 

sureties, it begins to interrogate, in a post-secular urge, the theological underpinnings for its 

existence. In the same way that the post-secular age reembraces theological explorations of 

‘religion without religion’, so too does the ‘new’ vampire seek out theological answers 

surrounding God and its soul, outside of the old metaphysics.142 
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Another significant change in the vampire persona, ushered in by Rice, has been an 

emphasis on existential enquiry. In Interview with the Vampire, the vampire Louis seeks 

answers to his vampiric existence and seeks knowledge of God or the Devil. Louis 

existentially yearns for answers to questions caused by the supplementary anxiety in the 

vampiric transition: the fate of the soul. He fears that his soul was lost in the transformation 

from human to vampire and that subsequently he is damned. As he explains:  

And so, I sought for other vampires, for God, for the devil, for a hundred things 
under a hundred names. And it was all the same, all evil. And all wrong. Because no 
one could in any guise convince me of what I myself knew to be true, that I was 
damned in my own mind and soul.143  

When Louis discovers the existence of the older vampire Armand, he hopes for some 

answers, however, when it is revealed that he has none, Louis sinks into nihilism, hitting 

upon what he describes as the ‘most fantastical truth of all: that there is no meaning to any of 

this!’144 By making her vampires experience these harrowing moments of lack, Rice contests 

the narrative tradition of the soulless vampire, or their simple embodiment as the Anti-

Christ. Rather, while Rice’s vampires maintain elements of their literary forefathers, 

including super-human power, immortality, and the requirement of blood for sustenance, 

they are also, Day writes, ‘a figure of pathos, an outsider and this fusion of mastery and 

vulnerability invites our complex identification with it’.145 Through the introduction of the 

character of Louis, the apologetic vampire in fear for his soul, the vampire was transformed 

into an ethical and existential being, marked by different metaphysical concerns than that of 

its vampiric ancestors, rather, ‘post-secular’ concerns. Significantly, these vampires now 

contemplate how they, as profane figures, can engage with religious and spiritual discourses. 

As such, Rice’s vampires and their descendants become sites of theological exploration as 

they seek a language that traverses the boundaries known as the ‘sacred and profane’.146  

This shifting concern initially stems from a disillusion that Louis has with his own faith. In 

discussing Interview with the Vampire, Ken Gelder notes that ‘Louis is a lapsed Catholic, a 

disillusioned Catholic’, who initially in the novel is juxtaposed against his brothers own 

religious zealotry, ‘who believes wholeheartedly in the illusions of the Catholic Church’.147 

This contrast between belief and disbelief or illusion and disillusion, is pivotal to Rice’s 

vampires, as well as her own perceptions and relationship with the Catholic Church. In her 

memoir Called Out of Darkness Rice recounts her own disillusion with faith: ‘Desperately I 
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sought to escape the sense of sin that seemed to dominate every choice facing me. I lost faith 

in Hellfire. Or to put it differently, faith in hellfire simply did not hold me firmly, as faith in 

God had once done. I left the church’.148 Indeed, Rice’s presentation of Louis’s anxieties 

surrounding faith, God and his soul appear to reflect her own incredulity towards religion 

and the role of sin.  

Thus, Louis is anthropomorphic of a generation which Rice perceives as seeking spirituality 

outside the confines of the institutionalised conceptions of religion, instead discovering the 

sacred in the ‘immanent frame’ or a ‘secular humanism’.149 Rather than seeking divinity and 

transcendence through regulatory institutions, which Tom Beaudoin calls ‘suspect’, the post-

Rice vampire finds such qualities in humanist sensibilities.150 As Gregor McLennan posits, 

this shaped ‘an avowedly secularist reclaiming of “spirituality” [that] appears to be gaining 

considerable momentum’.151 Indeed, Rice’s vampires represent a post-secular ‘generation of 

seekers’ who seek theological themes outside of institutionalised religion.152 As such, Rice’s 

vampires not only subvert the vampire’s anti-Christian dimension, but also present the 

vampire as ‘humanist’ philosophers, who consider religion and spirituality in light of 

rationalistic impulses, a key sentiment of the post-secular turn.  

Vampires by their very definition occupy a foothold in both the natural and supernatural 

worlds. However, Rice modulated this duality to allow her vampires to not only existentially 

contemplate their own makeup, as Louis did, but to traverse the tripartite universe (Earth – 

‘Heaven’ – ‘Hell’) of Christian doctrine. This combination of self-reflection and 

metaphysical licence (to exist in the three ‘planes’) turns the vampire into a post-secular 

theologian as they debate the nature of spiritual and earthly existence alongside divine 

personages. Most singularly, Rice allows her vampires to commune directly with both God 

and the Devil and conduct wide-ranging metaphysical conversations. For instance, in 

Memnoch the Devil (1995), Lestat is met by the Devil, a fallen and misunderstood angel 

named Memnoch. Memnoch tells the tale of humankind, how he watched them evolve both 

physically and spiritually. Memnoch is particularly fascinated by the latter, and specifically, 

how people developed their own religiosity and grasped the concept and awareness of God 

without assistance or direction. He explains: 

They had guessed at the truth. They had come upon it instinctively! There was a 
God. They knew. They didn’t know what he was like but they knew. And this 
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instinctive knowledge seemed to spring from the same essence as did their surviving 
spiritual souls. Let me be clearer. Self-consciousness, and the awareness of one’s 
own death – this has created a sense of distinct individuality in humans and this 
individuality feared death; feared annihilation! Saw it, knew what it was, saw it 
happening. And prayed for a God that He would not let such a thing have no 
meaning in the world. And it was this very same tenacity – the tenacity of this 
individuality – that made the human soul stay alive after it left the body, imitating 
the shape of the body, holding itself together, so to speak, clinging to life, as it were, 
perpetuating itself, by shaping itself according to the only world it knew.153  

Memnoch recounts to Lestat the history of the spiritual world, explaining that religiosity was 

instinctive and derived from ‘consciousness’, a fear of death, and a need for life to have 

meaning. He explains that, from this, humans developed their own ego-immortality, their 

own soul, which would sustain their influence upon the world. As such, this novel begins to 

outline the post-secular vision of spirituality that witnesses the breakdown of distinctive 

categories and beliefs formed by institutionalised religions, which in turn allows for more 

pluralist conceptions of faith, spirituality and the soul. As Raymond Lee has noted: ‘[W]hile 

we still hold on to older understandings of the religious, spiritual and secular, we also 

confront a relatively more complex situation that produces pluralistic notions of how people 

relate to the sacred’.154 Indeed, Rice’s distinctive contemplation of the supernatural realm, 

God, the devil, and the portrayal of the soul, explored through her vampires, exemplify what 

Lee describes as ‘alternative understandings of sacredness’.155  

Within this particular account of mortality, Rice imagines that proceeding the time of death, 

the soul would depart the body and hover above Earth, in between realms, unable to enter 

heaven and unable to interact with those on Earth. That was until Memnoch beseeched God 

to let these souls into heaven. Whilst ascending to heaven with Memnoch in order for Lestat 

to commune with God, Lestat describes these souls further:  

[W]e were surrounded by thousands upon thousands of individual souls. I say souls! 
What did I see? I saw shapes in the whirlwind, some completely anthropomorphic, 
others merely faces, but surrounding me, everywhere, were distinct spiritual entities 
or individuals, and very faintly I heard their voices – whispers, cries, and howls – 
mingling with the wind.156 

Lestat then describes the death of a human being from the vantage of the spirit world: ‘the 

spark of life flared and did not go out but became an invisible spirit with all the rest. The 

spirit of the man rose in the shape of the man and joined those spirits who had come to take 

it away’.157 Rice offers an account of mortality that emphasises the spiritual quality of the 
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individual. As such, Rice’s vampire narratives attempt to reconcile the spiritual with the 

secular world and in so doing appease a generation’s search for significance via cultural 

products.  

The post-Rice vampire is no longer something to be feared, it is not depicted as a harbinger 

of death, these vampires are not characterised as they were in Stoker’s Dracula as ‘cruel 

looking, with peculiarly sharp white teeth’, ‘with red light of triumph in his eyes, and with a 

smile that Judas in hell might be proud of’.158 In fact, we find that, following Rice, modern 

literary vampires—including the characters, Angel (Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel), 

Edward Cullen (Twilight), Dean and Sam (Supernatural), and Bill and Godric (True 

Blood)—are quest figures, and the object of their quest is their absent ‘soul’ or ‘humanity’. 

Conflicted by their own form of ‘cross-pressures’, these vampires become involved in 

complex forms of penitence or personal reformation, involving the renunciation of certain 

deeply desired actions (the consumption of blood, the predation on innocent humans) and 

the undertaking of good works, such as fighting alongside humans against unreconstructed 

members of their own species or less salvageable forms of monster. They do this in order 

that they may regain that quality that was said to be lost in the transitional death from human 

to vampire, the soul. Pivotally, Rice gave her vampires an emotional intelligence that she 

demarcated as ‘soul’, and it is this trait and terminology which endures in contemporary 

vampire literature. 

The ‘new’ vampire has reclaimed the soul as a metaphor for meaningful interiority. In 

particular, the term soul offers an all-encompassing language for describing the spiritual 

feeling of the individual, but it is also a term that, like the search for the sacred, has 

transcended the rigorous boundaries and definitions of religion and the secular. But the exact 

quality of this soul is something requiring considerable attention. Indeed, this thesis attempts 

to delineate what is meant by ‘soul’ when it is invoked in contemporary vampire texts. 

Through an examination of these vampires and their consideration of the soul, it becomes 

apparent that the ‘new’ vampire may not be soulless at all, or can at least redeem this quality 

through sacrifice and atonement. Thus, the vampire in its post-Rice formation has become 

conscience-led, the hero of the narrative, existential in considerations, highly theological, 

and as such has become engaged in post-secular philosophies.  

The Soul Language 

The term soul commonly refers to the belief that each human individual has an inner and 

immortal essence. This belief that living beings have an inner essence called ‘soul’ or ‘spirit’ 
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is widespread in many religions and belief systems. This essence is generally described as 

being immortal, pre-existing its incarnation in the flesh and surviving the death of the 

physical body. The concept of the soul also has strong links with a belief in the afterlife, 

although ideas as to the nature of the soul and what happens to it after physical death vary 

widely from culture to culture.  

Richard Swinburne in his thesis on the soul asks, ‘Is a man just his body, an organized 

system of molecules, or does a man consist of two parts—body and soul?’159 Within his 

thesis Swinburne outlines the concept of the soul and the three prominent sites of discussion 

surrounding this. First, the dualist position, that a person consists of a body and a soul 

(among which there are variations), this soul is usually synonymous with spirit. Second, the 

idealist position suggests that we are only minds, that all knowledge comes from the mind 

and therefore, outside of the mind, we do not know what exists. Finally, the materialist 

position, this focuses on the body and its natural functions. The materialist argument is split 

between hard and soft materialism. Hard materialism, says that there is only the body that 

the soul is an abstract conception; whereas, soft materialism, states that there is a ‘soul-type 

element’, usually associated with the mind/brain function, which is an inseparable process of 

a healthy body. Though Swinburne and many contemporary philosophers tend to understand 

the body/soul dichotomy in terms of soft-materialism, the contemporary supernatural 

discourse of the soul is primarily focused upon the first position, the dualist position. 

The dualist concept of the soul finds its roots in Greek philosophy. In conversational fifth-

century Greek, the adjective ‘ensouled’ (empsuchos) was synonymous with the word 

meaning ‘alive’.160 This indicates that there was a belief that the soul was the thing that gave 

the body life. The soul was considered the incorporeal or spiritual agency or essence that 

animated the body. The dualist position of human beings stems from the philosophy of Plato 

(428– 348BC), who posited that a human being consisted of a body and a soul. Plato 

regarded the soul as immortal and the body as a temporary physical container used during 

the earthly phase of our existence. Plato unpacks his understanding of the soul in ‘Phaedo’, 

‘Republic’, and ‘Phaedrus’. His dialogue ‘Phaedo’ begins after Socrates had been 

condemned to commit suicide by drinking hemlock. Phaedo, a friend of Socrates, describes 

the moments before his death and the views of his friends and fellow philosophers who had 

gathered to him. Phaedo recounts that Socrates welcomed death and speculated about the 

immortality of the soul, stating that his body would be left behind, and his soul would go 
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on.161 In ‘Republic’, Plato restructured this account of the soul, adding that the soul consisted 

of three parts, mind/reason (logos or nous), noble emotion or spirit (thymos), and appetite or 

unprincipled desire (epithemia).162 In the ‘Phaedrus’, Plato illustrates this three-fold soul 

construct by comparing the soul to a chariot with two horses. The first horse is focused and 

full of noble desire (thymos), the second is skittish and is pulled this way and that by his 

desires (epithemia). The charioteer represents reason (logos or nous), which must ensure that 

the horses pull in the same direction towards a worthy goal, such as one of Plato’s perfect 

forms of truth, justice, or love.163  

In keeping with such philosophical theories of soul, Christian writers such as Clement of 

Alexandria (150-215AD) and Gregory of Nyssa (335-395AD) were heavily indebted to such 

conceptions, though they also introduced new concerns and interests of their own. For 

instance, early Christian thinkers did not regard the soul as a characteristically spiritual 

substance or a distinct entity from the body. Genesis refers to God blowing the breath of life 

(ruah) into the physical body to create a living human being, and this concept of breath 

continues into the New Testament, where the ‘spirit’ is a life-force experienced like air. 

Thus, in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the human being was perceived as being composed of 

both body and soul, and both were equally important. As J.N.D. Kelly writes: 

In both East and West alike it was taken for granted that man is a composite being 
made up out of body and soul. He is a “rational animal”, with a foot in a higher, or 
intellectual, as well as the lower, or sensible, world… the union of body and soul, 
two disparate substances, was quoted by Alexandrian teachers [i.e. Cyril] as an 
illustration of the union and divinity in Christ.164 

Intertestamental and early Christian writings developed bodily resurrection in order to 

reconcile the eschatological place of bodies as well as the soul. The New Testament’s 

treatment of body and soul demonstrates that life after death was a major concern for early 

Christians. Although there remains great fluidity and many ambiguities surrounding the 

theologies of the soul’s resurrection within Christian thought (though such refinements are 

beyond the scope of this thesis), the generally accepted consensus amongst Christians 

follows the theory of ‘temporary disembodiment’.165  
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Its basic claim is that after death, the body disintegrates, but the soul continues to exist in a 

disembodied state in the presence of God. Then on the day of the ‘general resurrection’ the 

‘eschaton’ God will unite the soul with its reconstituted and divine body.166 ‘Temporary 

disembodiment’ was seen to be consistent with biblical teachings and especially Pauline 

philosophy. As David Reis explains: 

The Apostle [Paul] begins by declaring the reality of the resurrection based on 
Christ’s own experience, embedding within this explanation that after death the 
spiritual principle of the person will exist with Christ. Thereafter he explicates his 
teaching on the nature of the resurrection body (15:35-57). In this section Paul 
ridicules the belief that the eschaton will lead to the restoration of the person’s 
physical body, preferring instead to construct an argument for the assumption of a 
spiritual body. Here, then, Paul envisions a participation in the second half of the 
journey culminating not in the permanent separation of the body and soul, but rather 
a ‘reclothing’ of the spirit in a transfigured frame.167 

The soul in the Christian tradition is used to convey the aspect of the being that begins the 

spiritual life and survives the physical death, which continues in an incorporeal existence 

until the time of a complete bodily resurrection. Indeed, it was the bodily resurrection of 

Jesus Christ that confirmed for Christians the mutual importance of the body and soul. For 

instance, the anticipation of spiritual resurrection is found throughout the New Testament, 

particularly in Paul’s letters to the Corinthians.168 In these letters, Paul elaborates on Jesus 

Christ’s own bodily resurrection, and the promise of resurrection for all, he writes:  

It is the same way with the resurrection of the dead. Our earthly bodies are planted 
in the ground when we die, but they will be raised to live forever. Our bodies are 
buried in brokenness, but they will be raised in glory. They are buried in weakness, 
but they will be raised in strength. They are buried as natural human bodies, but they 
will be raised as spiritual bodies. For just as there are natural bodies, there are also 
spiritual bodies.169 

Therefore, the authority of Christ’s resurrection meant that the body should be honoured and 

thought of as ‘a temple of the holy spirit’.170 In this tradition, the body and soul were 

                                                           
166 Ibid, 388. 
167 David M. Reis, ‘The Journey of the Soul: Its Expressions in Early Christianity’. PhD Dissertation (California: 
The Claremont Graduate University, 1999), 260. 
168 The apostle Paul founded the church in Corinth, although after his departure, the Corinthian church were 
allegedly prideful, excusing sexual immorality, spiritual gifts were being used improperly, and there was rampant 
misunderstanding of key Christian doctrines. The apostle Paul wrote his first letter to the Corinthians in an 
attempt to restore the Corinthian church to its foundation—Jesus Christ. The Book of 1 Corinthians was written 
in approximately 55AD. 
169 1 Corinthians 15:42–44, Holy Bible: New Living Translation (Carol Stream, Illinois: Tyndale House 
Foundation, revised ed., 2007). Accessed 20 June 2015, https://www.bible.com/en-GB/bible/116/1CO.15.nlt. 
170 ‘Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from 
God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore, honour God with your body’. 1 Corinthians 
6:19-20, Holy Bible: New Living Translation (2007). 
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indivisibly conjoined in the human person, and so there was a union between the physical 

and the spiritual.  

It was not until the fourth and fifth centuries under the influence of St. Augustine of Hippo 

(354-430AD) that the doctrine of sin and human nature, and the connection between body 

and soul was revised as a conflict between ‘flesh’ and ‘spirit’. Augustine believed the book 

of Genesis explained this conflict. He understood Adam and Eve to be ethereal substances 

but because of their disobedience were transformed into flesh.171 Thus, Augustine read the 

body as a consequence of sin. In other words, ‘sin brought an organic modification in the 

human being and not a helpless perversion of a fleshly organism already in existence’.172 To 

this, Augustine introduced the trouble of corrupted sensuality a facet of the flesh. ‘Flesh’ 

was problematic as it was easily led astray from divine and spiritual purpose because of 

physical drives, primarily lust. After which, the Christian Church promoted the view that 

human beings were born into sin because of moral and bodily frailty, a result of ‘The Fall of 

Man’ and ‘Original Sin’.173 In this tradition, the concept of the soul was redeveloped to 

explain the possibility of salvation from the bodily vices, and the soul became superior to the 

body. The soul was the divine and immortal part of a human, capable of communing with 

God and, if instructed appropriately, able to reign in the bodily impulses and find salvation 

after death. Thus, the Christian Church revitalised the dualist separation of earthly body and 

divine soul, further proposing within this a theory of creationism which posited that God 

independently and purposefully created each individual soul. 

The separation of the body and soul, and the importance placed on the soul continued in the 

work of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274AD). The influence of Aquinas ushered Christian 

thinking into a new direction, and today, the Catholic Church is still fundamentally 

influenced by his philosophy (Thomism). Aquinas saw the human soul as the ‘psychic 

principle that makes humans human’, and his view of the soul can be found in his work 

Summa Theologica.174 For Aquinas, the soul is immaterial and indivisible, and ‘the soul is 

defined as the first principle of life of those things which live’.175 After discussing the nature 

                                                           
171 Ernesto Bonaiuti and Giorgio La Piana, ‘The Genesis of St. Augustine’s Idea of Original Sin’, The Harvard 
Theological Review 10, no. 2 (Apr. 1917), 162. 
172 Ibid, 162. 
173 The Christian tradition of ‘the fall of man’ (and woman) is taken from the Book of Genesis. The story 
illustrates that humans have an inherent tendency to be disobedient to God, seen through the original act of 
disobedience, when Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit from the tree of knowledge. After which, they were 
said to acquire a sense of right and wrong similar to that of God. This knowledge and tendency to disobey was 
said to be innate in human beings. This is known as ‘Original Sin’. 
174 Nina Rosenstand, ‘Stuck between Good and Evil’, The Human Condition: An Introduction to Philosophy of 
Human Nature (San Diego: Mesa College, McGraw-Hill Higher Education Ltd., 2002), 298. 
175 St. Thomas Aquinas, ‘Question 75: Man who is composed of a spiritual and a corporeal substance: and in the 
first place, concerning what belongs to the essence of the soul’, Summa Theologica, Article 1. ‘Is the soul a 
body?’ (1265-1274). Literally translated by Fathers of the English Dominican Province (1947). Accessed 18 Aug 
2014, http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/aquinas/summa/index.html. 
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of the soul and its union with the body, Aquinas addresses ‘the powers’ of the human soul, 

which follow Platonic thought and can be described as the intellect (reason, perceptive, 

apprehensive, cognitive), the appetitive powers (sensuality, the will, and free will) and the 

sensitive powers (emotive).  

It also followed from such philosophies that the soul would persist after death. Indeed, as 

Philippe Ariѐs writes in The Hour of Our Death: ‘[A]fter the thirteenth century, iconography 

in general and funery iconography in particular clearly indicate that death was seen as the 

separation of the soul and the body’.176 The soul was positioned as an ‘incorruptible ethereal 

element that death release[d] from the heavy uncertainties of life’.177 Indeed, as Ariѐs 

continues, up until the eighteenth century the awareness of the individual in death alternated 

between two extremes: ‘the sense of a universal and common destiny’, as a death was felt 

across the entire community who were weakened by the loss of a member.178 Or, death was 

framed through a ‘sense of a personal and specific biography’, where ‘one’s own identity 

prevailed over submission to the collective destiny’ with death becoming highly 

individualised.179 The latter inspired a great change in the perception of the afterlife. As 

Ariès notes ‘The strong individual of the later Middle Ages could not be satisfied with the 

peaceful but passive conception of requies’.180 Rather, they began to perceive themselves as 

comprised of two distinct parts: a body that experienced pleasure or pain, and an immortal 

soul, the seat of individuality that was released in death. This theory gained traction as the 

body disappeared, pending the resurrection, and the immortal soul, ‘which had long been 

cultivated in the world of clergymen, gradually spread, from the eleventh to the seventeenth 

century, until eventually it gained almost universal acceptance’.181 This new eschatology 

transformed the way one saw death, which was now intimately connected with the ascension 

of the soul to heaven. 

Indeed, seventeenth century philosopher René Descartes continued the discussion of soul-

body dualism in his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641). In a passage describing this 

distinction, he writes: 

I possess a body with which I am very intimately conjoined, yet because, on the one 
side, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself inasmuch as I am only a thinking and 
unextended thing, and as, on the other, I possess a distinct idea of body, inasmuch as 
it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that this I [that is to say, my 

                                                           
176 Philippe Ariès, ‘The Death of the Self’, The Hour of Our Death (1977), trans. Helen Weaver (London: Allen 
Lane, Penguin, 1981), 248 
177 Ibid, 286. 
178 Ariès (1977), 603-604. 
179 Ibid, 605. 
180 Ibid, 606. 
181 Ibid, 606. 
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soul by which I am what I am], is entirely and absolutely distinct from my body, and 
can exist without it.182 

Descartes was convinced that the individual, and as a consequence the entire universe, could 

be separated into two categories, body and soul or mind. The body appertaining to the 

physical level and the mind to the psychological.183 Indeed, Descartes’ much quoted 

philosophy ‘I think, therefore I am’, encouraged people to consider ‘I’, which was once so 

vehemently thought of as ‘soul’, as synonymous with thought, a facet of mind or brain, 

otherwise referred to as consciousness, similar to soft-materialism.184 Yet, Descartes 

continued to perceive this split in dualist terms and considered that this thinking self could 

exist without the body. Thus, under the weight of this philosophy, in the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth century the dichotomy of a person transcended into a distinction between 

the mental and the physical, and body and soul dualism became outmoded. 

Regardless, the concept of the soul in art, literature, film and television tends to be attached 

to the dualist explanation of the soul and has been depicted as such. Examples of this 

imagery include a falling ethereal feminine figure as seen in William Blake’s The Reunion of 

the Soul and the Body at the Resurrection (1808), or a more substantial body collected by 

angels, as in William-Adolphe Bouguereau’s Soul Carried to Heaven (1878). This image of 

the soul as the ethereal appearance of the body is seen also in the popular television and film 

series of Harry Potter, Star Wars, and True Blood.185 Another depiction of the soul within 

popular culture is the soul as conscience, as the centre of moral knowledge. This manifests 

in animated film and television, as a miniature angelic version of the self, perched on the 

right shoulder willing the character to do good and a devilish version upon their left 

tempting them to act immorally.186 The behaviour of the soul, therefore, has not only been 

examined in philosophy, theology and science, it has been imagined in art, literature, film 

and television.  

                                                           
182 René Descartes, ‘Meditations VI’, Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) (Blackmask Online, 2002), 31. 
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Though the status and forms of the soul have varied extensively over time, the concept of the 

soul remains, as William Ellis writes, a surprisingly ‘familiar notion’. Indeed, he suggests: 

Nothing is more commonplace… than the notion that the body is actuated by this 
non-corporeal something called the soul. Not all believe this idea to be valid, but to 
all, sceptics and believers alike, it is a familiar notion, so familiar that few of those 
who adhere to it or reject it, realise that it was once novel, still less that it was a 
comparatively late product of European culture… The idea of the soul as an 
animating principle has worked so deeply into our minds that, until lately, it was 
regarded as an essential feature, not of our own culture only, but of all cultures.187 

The soul has become part of our collective language. It is a term that has been fostered to 

describe the unique, fundamental and immortal part of a person’s identity. It has offered a 

language that is able to express ethical and metaphysical concerns, and the soul has been 

used in place of several concepts. It is called in other fields ‘psyche’ or ‘consciousness’, 

which is related to psychoanalysis and science, in music it encompasses the ability to 

express feelings of oppression, in the arts, the soul discourse adopts each of these ideologies, 

as well as operates theologically, standing in place for the spiritual and immortal essence of 

the individual. 

In the post-secular age, the language of the soul has resurfaced, this time in the realm of 

popular culture, to reflect the new ‘conditions of belief’ described by Charles Taylor and the 

‘cross-pressures’ between belief and non-belief that emerged in the wake of secularisation. 

For many, the status of their faith in the ‘secular age’ is a personal dilemma, and the term 

soul has reappeared in cultural narratives as a way of participating in this dialogue. This 

soul, however, is a post-secular soul: a soul rescued from both new-age philosophies and 

stagnant religious doctrine, able to traverse both secular and religious discourses. Such an 

application of soul is found in the supernatural worlds of The Vampire Chronicles, Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer, Angel, Twilight, Supernatural, and True Blood.  

Vampires with a Soul 

There are several studies that consider the spiritual or religious dimension of vampire texts 

including Mary Hallab’s Vampire God: The Allure of the Undead in Western Culture, M. 

Jess Peacock’s Such a Dark Thing: Theology of the Vampire Narrative in Popular Culture, 

Deborah Mutch’s The Modern Vampire and Human Identity, Stacey Abbott’s Celluloid 

Vampires: Life After Death in the Modern World, Kenneth Gelder’s Reading the Vampire, 

Joan Gordon’s Blood Read: The Vampire as Metaphor in Contemporary Culture, Victoria 

Nelson’s Gothicka: Vampire Heroes, Human Gods, and the New Supernatural, Gregory 
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Erickson and Richard W. Santana’s Religion and Popular Culture: Rescripting the Sacred, 

and Christina Wilkins’ Religion and Identity in the Post-9/11 Vampire: God Is (Un)Dead. 

Yet, while these works address religion in broad terms and may feature discussions of the 

soul, they do not offer a thorough examination of the soul as a discursive feature of the 

modern vampire text. My work is distinctive in focusing directly on the way that concepts of 

the soul are discursively deployed within the religious and quasi-religious forms that emerge 

in contemporary representations of the vampire. Moreover, I also attempt in this study to 

place the recent upsurge of these popular cultural forms (vampire and supernatural texts) and 

their engagement with the term ‘soul’ against the sociological phenomena of the post-

secular. 

In the first chapter, ‘The Status of the Soul within Joss Whedon’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer 

and Angel’, I discuss the status of the soul presented in these two series in relation to 

contemporary religious discourse. In particular, I focus on the vampire Angel, played by 

David Boreanaz, who signifies an obvious extension of the Anne Rice vampires, as Angel is 

a vampire ‘with a soul’. It is explained that he is ‘cursed with a soul’, which leaves him 

traumatised by the memories of his former soulless actions, perpetrated by his Mr Hyde-type 

vampire counterpart Angelus. Under the guilt of this knowledge he does not feed on or kill 

people, as other vampires do; rather he helps them, in the hope of redemption and salvation. 

In turn, the soul discourse within the series focuses heavily on the implications of having 

and not having a soul and the parallels between being good and evil, human and vampire, 

and notions of heaven and hell, and in so doing, offers a site of philosophical exploration. 

Indeed, it emerges that the soul in this context is used to re-enchant psychoanalytic themes, 

with the term soul broadly following the construction of the psyche proposed by Sigmund 

Freud.  

In the following chapter, ‘The Mythic Soul of the Vegetarian Vampire in Stephenie Meyer’s 

Twilight’, I examine the use of the term soul within the context of the prevailing mythemes 

(Levi-Strauss) invoked in Meyer’s series and the filmic adaptations of the same titles. 

Although this thesis predominantly considers the vampire genre through the lens of 

television dramas, Twilight is irrefutably a cultural cornerstone of twenty-first century 

cinema and must therefore be considered in a discussion of post-secular vampires. 

Moreover, the serial nature of Twilight in both the novels and the filmic adaptions exhibits a 

similar structure to that of television programs episodic structure. In Twilight the term ‘soul’, 

conceived (in structuralist terms) as a mytheme, remains implicit in the vampire figure, yet 

the soul has been transformed in such narratives to then externalise and theatricalise within 

the drama of the text certain ontological problems. Namely the belief in a divine hierarchy, 
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the necessity of ethical accountability, and the persistence of self after death (ego 

immortality). To investigate this, I focus upon the vampire Edward Cullen, who is portrayed 

as the beautiful anguished Byronic outsider. This is something which sets him very much in 

the tradition established by the vampires of Anne Rice. He feels he is marked by a 

‘monstrous’ absence and it is this missing substance that would make him human. This lack 

operates as ‘soul’, which is highlighted in the narrative through mythic signals as well as 

explicit and implicit mythemes present in the text (Moddelmog).  

In the third chapter, ‘The Post-Secular Reclamation of the Soul in Eric Kripke’s 

Supernatural’, I discuss the way that this television program’s highly theological narrative 

deals with the dichotomy between good and evil, belief and unbelief, and the place of God in 

a secular world. Supernatural revolves around two brothers, Sam and Dean Winchester, who 

drive around America combating evil forces, monsters, demons, and gods that roam the 

earth. A key facet of Supernatural’s ongoing metaphysical discussion revolves around the 

possession, or loss of, one’s soul. As a result of their interference in apocalyptic 

circumstances both Sam and Dean consequentially lose their souls. The show dedicates a 

significant amount of its overall narrative time to the brothers’ search for their lost souls. In 

this way, I argue that Sam and Dean are performative vampires, characteristic of the post-

secular ensouled vampire of the kind depicted in Rice’s Louis and Lestat, Whedon’s Angel 

or Meyer’s Edward, in that they too are invested in existential and metaphysical conundrums 

that stem from the soul and its attached language. 

In the fourth chapter, ‘True Death and the Immortal Soul in True Blood’, I examine the 

discourse of the soul, in regard to immortality and mortality as presented in Alan Ball’s True 

Blood. This dimension of the show comes into view when the question of death is isolated. I 

treat True Blood as a text that is itself directed toward questions of theology, and more 

precisely the soul, particularly the fate of the soul after death. Although the soul does not 

feature explicitly in True Blood, in the way that it does in other vampire gothic texts, such as 

The Vampire Chronicles, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Twilight, and Supernatural, it 

nevertheless remains an innate feature of the vampire and as such it appears throughout the 

show’s narratives. Indeed, the soul is not part of the habitual discourse of the series, and 

there is limited dialogue surrounding the spiritual dimension of the vampire transformation 

(i.e. losing the soul in order to become a vampire). However, as a vampire text, and also a 

text that tackles other supernatural elements such as spirits and ghosts, the soul discourse 

remains implicit in the program’s mythology. Moreover, the True Blood vampires fit the 

vampire-with-a-soul archetype established by such characters as Louis, Angel, and Edward 
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Cullen as they express nostalgia for the time they were human, pining for their lost 

‘humanity’.  

A distinct feature of these contemporary Gothic vampire texts that situates them within the 

sociology of the post-secular is the way in which the term soul is re-authenticated and used 

to represent metaphors of the interior. A reformation of the soul is seen particularly through 

the figure of the vampire, whose soul always exists in a state of evanescence. Nina Auerbach 

writes: ‘More than our heroes or pundits, our Dracula’s tell us who we were’.188 Auerbach 

tells how each generation has a different vampire, a vampire that is representative of the time 

and the particular challenges that generation faces. She writes: 

Vampires have changed with my life and times. In the 1960s, like so much else that 
had been denied in the ‘50s, they burst out of the underground crypts that had 
defined Bela Lugosi into the light of brightly coloured Hammer films. In the 1970s, 
like American women, they broke out of their preordained plot to create self-
generated new stories.189 

Consequently, this thesis asks the question: What does the millennial vampire tell us about 

who we are? In taking the approach that the recent attention afforded to the vampire 

narrative is in part due to the way in which the soul plays out in them. My analyses of these 

texts argue that the post-Rice vampire is symptomatic of a desire to fill the void of 

spirituality left in the wake of secular modernity. This thesis aims to identify the status of the 

soul as a cultural artefact in contemporary gothic film, television and literature, and how its 

proliferation in this popular mode has been accompanied by a dramatic shift in the depiction 

of the vampire in popular culture, namely the post-secular vampire. 
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The Status of the Soul in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel. 

Whether Homer or Buffy, Aristophanes or Angel, the works of popular culture are works to be engaged. 

Kevin K. Durand, Buffy Meets the Academy (2009), 1. 

 

SPIKE: I must be a noble vampire. A good guy. On a mission of redemption. I help the helpless. I’m a vampire 
with a soul!  

BUFFY: A vampire with a soul? Oh my God, how lame is that? 

‘Tabula Rasa’, Buffy the Vampire Slayer (2001). 

 

In Gregory Stevenson’s Televised Morality: The Case of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Joss 

Whedon is quoted as saying, ‘Can I believe in a soul? I don’t know that I can. It’s a beautiful 

concept, as is resurrection, and a lot of other things we have on the show, that I’m not really 

sure I can explain, and I certainly don’t believe in’.1 Regardless, Whedon employs in his cult 

televisions series Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003; BtVS from here on) and its spinoff 

Angel (1999-2004) the concept of the soul as a divine and immortal essence that acts as the 

foundation of human beings. Through an examination of the vampires of the show, it is 

revealed that the term ‘soul’ is implemented to express both psychological and ontological 

conundrums. In so doing, the show contests the secular assumption of modernity, and is 

thus, engaged in the broader narrative of the post-secular that encompasses an urge to re-

enchant culture by ‘bring[ing] the literary and the religious into close proximity’.2  

BtVS and Angel are significant texts in the study of the post-Rice vampire’s evolution. They 

have had a tremendous influence on popular culture, and their popularity continues more 

than a decade after the finale.3 With an extensive international fan base, the series is 
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irrefutably, as Mary Kirby-Diaz writes, ‘a global phenomenon’.4 Moreover, its sustained 

fan-fiction legacy and transcultural popularity indicate that the series can be regarded as one 

of the most recognisable, millennial supernatural television series. Thus, it is an important 

text when considering the evolution of the contemporary benevolent vampire, and how the 

soul has been applied in supernatural literature to denote this transformation.  

BtVS tells the story of Buffy Anne Summers (Sarah Michelle Gellar), a teenage girl destined 

to protect humanity from supernatural demons, especially as the title suggests, vampires. She 

is one of thousands of possible women who have been instilled with a dormant power to 

combat supernatural creatures, though only one in each generation has this potential power 

activated. Buffy lives in the fictional town of Sunnydale, California, built on a portal to a 

demon dimension, a ‘hell-mouth’, which, as a source of dark energy, attracts a large 

demonic populace and inspires evil activity. In her fight against malevolent supernatural 

forces, Buffy is assisted by a small group of friends and two vampires (Angel and Spike), 

who come to be known as the ‘Scoobies’, a pop-culture allusion that typifies the 

investigative and supernatural tone of the program.5  

In a radical shift in genre expectations, Buffy the hunter is aided by the vampire known as 

Angel (David Boreanaz). Angel initially appeared as a mysterious informant and over the 

seasons developed into Buffy’s taboo love interest. It is revealed that he was sent by ‘The 

Powers That Be’, the supernatural influences bidding for good within the show’s fictional 

universe (termed the ‘Buffyverse’ by the ardent fans the program has attracted) to help 

Buffy in her fight against evil.6 After three seasons on BtVS, the character of Angel was 

sufficiently popular for a spinoff series, Angel, to be developed. The show places Angel in 

Los Angeles, also a hub of evil, running a supernatural investigation agency ‘Angel 

Investigations’ that opposes criminal supernatural beings. In his mission to ‘help the 

helpless’, the company motto, Angel is assisted by half-demon Francis Doyle, former 

‘Scooby’ Cordelia Chase, Wesley Wyndam-Price, Charles Gunn, Lorne (a prophetic 

demon), Fred (Winnifred Burkle), and the vampire Spike (a BtVS regular). However, Angel 

                                                           
4 Mary Kirby-Diaz, Buffy and Angel Conquer the Internet: Essays on Online Fandom (Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland and Company, Inc., 2009), 21. 
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impossible for him to harm humans), Oz (a werewolf), Riley Finn, Dawn Summers, Tara Maclay (a witch) and 
Andrew Wells.  
6 ‘Buffyverse’ is the term used to describe the worlds of BtVS and its spinoff Angel. 
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is different from the other vampires in the program in a way that is quite significant for this 

study, for he has a ‘soul’.  

This designation of Angel as a ‘vampire-with-a-soul’ finds some contextualisation within the 

history of the literary vampire. That the figure of the vampire might be represented as having 

human complaints and sensitivities, ‘pathos-filled’, is a feature, as seen, that is present in the 

prototypical Victorian rendering, such as that found in Varney the Vampire (1845-47). 7 

More recently, this style of vampire was augmented in Anne Rice’s depiction of her 

vampires Lestat, Louis, and Armand, who are morally ambiguous, existential, and 

melancholic over there status as a soulless vampire. Following Rice, the vampire’s objective 

has been redefined, no longer is the primary motivation to drink blood, rather, it is to redeem 

the elements of mortality and humanity, encompassed in the series by the term soul, lost in 

the vampire transition. This style of vampire is also a venerable feature of television in the 

form of the vampire detective Nick Knight, the vampire police detective of the early 1990s 

series Forever Knight, whose crusade was: ‘[T]o be mortal again. To repay society for his 

sins. To emerge from his world of darkness’.8 Angel belongs to this post-Rice tradition of 

the unwilling and melancholic vampire, conflicted by their fundamental status of being both 

alive and dead (undead), human and monster, part of the world whilst also transcending it. 

Yet, it was the innovation of Joss Whedon’s series to cast this conflict in terms of the 

possession of a soul. 

Within BtVS and Angel, metaphysical concepts are presented inconsistently and 

ambiguously, particularly regarding the term soul and the language that surrounds this. 

Hence, several scholars directly discuss the ‘puzzling treatment’ of the soul in the show.9 For 

instance, Gregory Stevenson examines how the soul concerns morality, moral choices, and 

redemption.10 Similarly, Philipp Kneis, considers how the soul is used as an allegory for free 

will and writes: ‘the fight for the soul, is the fight for individuality in the light of destiny and 

fate, the fight for change in the shadow of greater powers already established’.11 Likewise, J. 

Renée Cox posits through the example of Spike that the soul in BtVS acts as a narrative of 
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justice and redemption.12 Amy Kind writes how the soul makes BtVS and Angel quest 

narratives.13 Alternatively, Stacey Abbott argues that the soul has ‘no greater purpose’ than 

to act as a vehicle for ‘choice’.14 Jarrod Longbons reads the soul, and the series more 

generally, as ‘a secular caricature of Christian personalism’, citing Spike’s ‘chip’ as an 

artificial soul.15 On the other hand, Dev Kumar Bose and Esther Liberman-Cuenca, 

showcase the soul as ‘multivalent’, symbolising themes of ‘marginal/mainstream and 

emasculation/virility’.16 Whereas Jeremy R. Ricketts discusses the soul as expressing 

religious sentiments including conversion, salvation and redemption, citing the internalised 

transformation (understood as soul) of the human to vampire as mirroring religious 

conversion.17 Indeed, the show’s writers and characters, along with scholars embrace 

varying notions of the soul. Though what is ‘consistent and linear in the series’, as Renée 

Cox writes, ‘is that these concepts—good, evil, right, wrong, morality, immorality, 

damnation, redemption—are all irrevocably connected to the soul’.18 In other words, these 

concepts are part of the soul’s language and are therefore implicitly implied whenever the 

term soul is employed. 

Moreover, the show, as is expected of a postmodern supernatural text, engages with 

metaphysical language by interrogating both secular and religious discourses. This element 

of the show has been discussed by several television scholars including Lynn Schofield 

Clark and Emily McAvan.19 In particular, the intersection of the secular and the religious in 

the show is examined by Gregory Erickson, who, remarking upon the use of religious motifs 

in the series, writes, ‘Buffy creates a world of absence/presence, immortality/mortality, 

sacred/secular… one that is also close to the spiritual experience’.20 In so doing, Erickson 
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argues, the show is representative of an ‘American Christianity’ that encompasses a 

‘paradoxical epistemology’ in which the treatment of religion ‘pulls in both directions’.21 

This may be symptomatic of what Charles Taylor terms ‘cross pressures’ of belief and 

unbelief that typify modern secularised Western life.22 This ‘paradoxical epistemology’ is 

felt throughout the show as it engages with the secular and religious dimensions of the 

program’s fictional reality. Erickson continues: ‘In watching a Buffy episode, we experience 

evil that refuses to be evil, secular that refuses to remain secular; each episode as a fragment 

of a non-existent whole, gaps in language between worlds’.23 Thus, Erickson finds that the 

religious experience in BtVS and Angel appears in these ‘gaps’, in spaces that are not 

generally thought to be religious by ‘gazing on a space where God is not’.24  

Likewise, at a conference held in Australia, the series creator, Joss Whedon, a self-confessed 

atheist, discussed his view on the world that manifests in BtVS and Angel: 

One of the few times that I really got to say exactly what I think about the world is 
in the second season of Angel episode 16, when he’d gone all dark, because he does 
that, and then he was getting better, and he’d been told the world was meaningless, 
that nothing matters… So, if nothing matters, then the only thing that matters is 
what we do. Which is what I believe; that the only reality is how we treat each other, 
the morality comes from the absence of any grander scheme, not from the presence 
of any grander scheme. But then the next thing that somebody says to him is—well 
you burst into my apartment without being invited in, which a vampire can’t do, 
which is like a little miracle. And I let that hang, I said the thing I believed in most 
and then I contradicted it right away, because ultimately it is the confluence or the 
conflict of those ideas that is really interesting.25 

This tension between the ‘absence’ and ‘presence’ of a ‘grander scheme’, belief and non-

belief, spirituality and secularism is a trend that runs throughout BtVS and Angel, and, 

indeed, the other texts discussed within this study. It is within such paradoxes, 

‘contradictions’ or ‘gaps’ that metaphysical questions are broached and dialogues about 

religious matters are offered. Erickson proposes that these ‘gaps and uncertainties are filled 

by the vampires’; I agree, though would offer one amendment that it is a particular 

component of the vampire that fills this gap, namely the contemplation of their restored 

soul.26  

Through an examination of the term soul, it becomes apparent that it is within these 

paradoxes that the post-secular functions. As Rosalie Osmond writes, ‘The word “soul” is 
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taboo, precisely because it connotes something beyond the physical’.27 As a concept that 

straddles the line between the once believed irreconcilable ideologies of the religious and 

secular, the soul appears to pave the way for a dialogue between both. In turn, the vampires 

of the show facilitate this discourse through their own existential contemplation. It is for this 

reason, an examination of the term soul as employed in BtVS and Angel may reveal the place 

of spirituality and religion in this post-secular era.  

The Soul as Psychological Investigation 

Tzvetan Todorov in his 1970 study entitled, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a 

Literary Genre, predicted that the need for the supernatural would dissipate in the second 

half of the twentieth-century and disappear in the twenty-first. Todorov implied that the 

supernatural genre which once was the outlet for unconscious desires in the nineteenth-

century had been supplanted by psychoanalysis in the twentieth: 

Psychoanalysis has replaced (and thereby has made useless) the literature of the 
fantastic. There is no need today to resort to the devil in order to speak of an 
excessive sexual desire and none to resort to vampires in order to designate the 
attraction exerted by corpses: Psychoanalysis, and the literature which is directly or 
indirectly inspired by it, deals with these matters in undisguised terms. The themes 
of fantastic literature have become, literally, the very themes of the psychological 
investigation of the last fifty years.28 

However, we find that the use of the fantastic and supernatural continued to be used in 

literature, television and film in the twentieth-century, with these themes abounding in the 

twenty-first. Additionally, Todorov’s suggestion that the genre of the fantastic would be 

made redundant was also amiss. Instead, the matters of ‘psychological investigation’ have 

been reinscribed into the language of the fantastic. In BtVS and Angel, psychoanalytic 

themes have been reenchanted and re-mystified, cloaked in supernatural terminologies, such 

as the soul, as if in direct defiance of the secular rationalist impulse of psychoanalysis.  

This is most clearly perceived via the performance of the vampire Angel and his fraught 

relationship with his soul. Angel—originally known as Liam—was an eighteenth-century 

Irishman who after becoming a vampire assumed the name Angelus. In the process of 

becoming a vampire, the faculty termed soul, was said to be lost, and with the loss of this 

element the being was no longer capable of ethical considerations. Therefore, for one-

hundred-and-fifty years Angelus established a reputation as the most sadistic vampire in 

European history, succumbing to his aggressive and sexual impulses. However, after feeding 
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on a young gypsy girl he was cursed by her clan with a human soul. The reinstatement of 

this soul meant that Angelus (re)experienced his actions in light of the previously absent 

faculties of compassion and ethical awareness. As explained by the clan elders before giving 

Angelus his soul: ‘You don’t remember. Everything you’ve done. For a hundred years. In a 

moment, you will. The face of everyone you have killed—our daughter’s face—they will 

haunt you and you will know what true suffering is’.29 Indeed, the reinstalment of Angel’s 

soul corresponded to the capacity to not only apprehend the consequences of his actions, but 

to become burdened with remorse at being the cause of another’s suffering, and in turn also 

suffer. Moreover, this sufferance is perpetual, as the curse also entails that as an ensouled 

vampire Angel is unable to experience perfect happiness (in this case sexual intercourse with 

his paramour Buffy) without the forfeiture of his soul.30 Under this new weight, Angelus was 

no longer able to feed on or kill humans, nullifying his vampiric potency. To denote this 

transformation Angelus became known as Angel. As is clear from this account, the ‘soul’, at 

this moment at least, is shorthand for conscience, or in psychoanalytic terms the psychic 

agency, described by Sigmund Freud, known as Über-Ich ‘Super-Ego’. In turn, the vampire 

becomes the exaggerated primitive and instinctive component of personality, Das Es known 

as ‘Id’. 

The theory of the psyche set forth by Sigmund Freud in his essay ‘The Ego and the Id’ 

(1923), presents a structural model of the psyche consisting of three parts, the Id, the Ego, 

and the Super-Ego. The Id is the unconscious part of a person’s mind that contains basic 

drives or impulses, such as the biological need for food and water, the libidinal impulse of 

sex, as well as aggressive and sadistic urges. Freud attributes the Id’s impulsiveness to the 

demands, of what he termed, the ‘pleasure-principle’, where, in order to avoid pain, 

biological needs and physiological desires must be satisfied.31 Obstructing this is the ‘reality 

principle’, which Freud attributes to the conscious part of the mind, the Ego.32 This part of 

the mind holds dominion over rational, intellectual, and perceptive thinking, and mediates 

between the demands of the impetuous Id and social realities, norms, etiquette and rules. The 

Ego often compromises or postpones satisfaction to avoid negative consequences from 

society. The third aspect of Freud’s model is the Super-Ego, which consists of two 

governing systems, conscience and the ‘Ego-ideal’ (sometimes referred to as the ideal 
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self).33 The conscience punishes the Ego by instilling feelings of guilt. Whereas, the ‘Ego-

ideal’ presents an idealised model of oneself, navigates how to treat other people, and how to 

behave as a member of society. In other words, it is the critical part of the mind that strives 

for perfection that dictates ethics and can distinguish between right and wrong. Indeed, the 

Super-Ego has been affiliated with discipline and instilling social law and order. Therefore, 

the Super-Ego is regarded as the counterpart to the Id, working against the Id’s impulses by 

monitoring the need for physical satisfaction.  

These distinct roles of Id and Super-Ego are made manifest in BtVS and Angel through the 

characterisation of Angelus and Angel. Following the post-Rice tradition, the show’s 

vampires are permitted to experience a range of psychological insecurities, though in this 

case these are expressed via the metaphysical account of the soul. By re-enchanting such 

psychological investigations, cloaking them in the terminology of soul, the writers can 

navigate appropriately the metaphysical components of the supernatural genre, whilst 

simultaneously exploring the secular realm of psychoanalysis. In turn, the vampire becomes 

a site of post-secular exploration, navigated chiefly by the discourse of the soul. 

Indeed, Freud’s three-fold theory of the psyche finds its roots in the conception of the soul. 

As Bruno Bettelheim in Freud and Man’s Soul describes, ‘English renditions of Freud’s 

writings distort much of the essential humanism that permeates the originals’.34 He writes 

how Freud deliberately employed the term Psyche—as well as Eros—to incite connotations 

from classical works in the reader. ‘Psyche’ following in the Platonic tradition meant soul, a 

term, writes Bettelheim, ‘full of the richest meaning, endowed with emotion, 

comprehensively human and unscientific’.35 Moreover, Freud’s phraseology contained the 

German word for soul, ‘seele’ and ‘seelisch’, however, such terms were scientifically 

rebranded as ‘mind’ in English translations.36 Bettelheim continues: ‘Freud often spoke of 

the soul—of its nature and structure, its development, its attributes, how it reveals itself in 

all we do and dream. Unfortunately, nobody who reads him in English could guess this, 

because nearly all his many references to the soul, and to matters pertaining to the soul, have 

been excised in translation’.37 Thus, ‘we no longer react to the words with the feelings that 

Freud intended to evoke’.38 Indeed, Bettelheim emphasises that ‘such substitutions are 
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particularly misleading because in German the words seele and seelisch have even more 

exclusively spiritual meanings than the word “soul” has in present-day American usage’.39 

Therefore, when looking at Freud’s system, Bettelheim encourages readers to use the term 

soul (die seele) to describe the overarching concept of the psyche and never hesitate to think 

in terms of soul when comprehending his system.40  

Hence, Whedon’s employment of the term soul to denote the facets of the psyche is in fact 

encouraged by Bettelheim. The language of psychoanalysis has been reenchanted in the tales 

of BtVS and Angel, via the use of soul in conjunction with the vampire narrative. Alluding to 

such ideas is indeed a feature of postmodern literature, as Emily McAvan writes: ‘In an 

analogous way, the postmodern text has often incorporated theory within itself; it could not 

exist without reference to not only literary theory but to philosophy, sociology, and indeed 

psychoanalytic theory as well’.41 As archetypal postmodern texts, BtVS and Angel reference 

such themes. However, as texts that are also orientated to spiritual exploration—what 

McAvan defines as a ‘postmodern sacred text’—such themes are refracted through the term 

soul, which in turn reenchants this secular realm. Through such rescripting, Bettelheim in 

The Uses of Enchantment writes that ‘internal processes [i.e. psychic processes] are 

externalized and become comprehensible as represented by the figures of the story and its 

event’.42 Thus, Whedon’s application of soul as illustrative of such themes, appeals not only 

to the trend of ‘pop-psychology’ but also operates to simulate a postmodern sacrality or 

post-secular religiosity.  

Initially, the use of soul in BtVS and Angel corresponds most readily with the term 

conscience. Discussing the treatment of the soul J. Renée Cox writes, ‘[Conscience] may be 

the closest we can come to renaming the soul and having it work in every instance’.43 

Conscience is assumed as the faculty that provides the knowledge between good and evil, 

right and wrong, which in turn, bestows an innate compassion for others, and an 

understanding of pain and guilt. Whether this aptitude is bestowed divinely or imprinted as 

part of culture, conscience is universally accepted as an internal awareness, which Martha 

Stout describes as, ‘an intervening sense of obligation based in our emotional attachments’.44 

Likewise, Gregory Stevenson notes that the soul in BtVS functions, ‘as a moral compass, 
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allowing one to discern the difference between right and wrong and thus facilitating a choice 

between the two’.45 However, the term soul operates beyond instinctual ‘good’ behaviour. 

Rather, the soul appears to impart an awareness of social constructs and accepted behaviours 

and instils this as part of Freud’s Super-Ego.  

The extent to which the term soul fills the role of conscience in the Buffyverse is primarily 

registered via Angel’s feelings of remorse for his soulless self’s actions, that is, the actions 

of ‘Angelus’. As Angel explains: ‘When you become a vampire the demon takes your body, 

but it doesn’t get your soul. That’s gone. No conscience, no remorse. It’s an easy way to 

live. You have no idea what it’s like to have done the things I’ve done and to care’.46 Here, 

Angel attributes remorse and conscience as features of the soul, and in turn the reinstatement 

of the soul imposes a self-judgement. Indeed, Freud’s description of Super-Ego is reflected 

in Angel’s post-soul restoration. Freud posits:  

[Super-Ego] answers to everything that is expected of the higher nature of man. As a 
substitute for a longing for the father, it contains the germ from which all religions 
have evolved. The self-judgement which declares that the Ego falls short of its ideal 
produces the religious sense of humility to which the believer appeals in his longing. 
As a child grows up, the role of father is carried on by teachers and others in 
authority; their injunctions and prohibitions remain powerful in the Ego ideal and 
continue, in the form of conscience, to exercise the moral censorship.47  

Here we ascertain that the Super-Ego is indeed responsible for ‘conscience’, as well as 

‘moral censorship’ and ‘self-judgement’ each developed alongside the faculty termed ‘Ego-

ideal’ established via instilled ‘injunctions and prohibitions’ from authority figures and 

society. Therefore, Angel with a soul does not operate in the expected role of vampire (i.e. 

feeding on and killing humans) rather the imparted ethics of the Super-Ego repress such 

taboo impulses. 

Therefore, we can identify that the first duty of the soul as Super-Ego is the formation of 

‘conscience’ which imposes ‘moral censorship’. These traits are each revealed in the case of 

the ensouled Angel. For instance, Scott McLaren discusses the ethical implications of the 

soul in the Buffyverse, particularly, the tension between what he terms the ‘reified’ or 

‘ontological’ soul on one hand, and the ‘existential’ soul ‘as metaphor for moral choice’ on 

the other.48 In this discussion McLaren cites the episode ‘Angel’, in which Angel stops Darla 
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(the vampire who converted him into a vampire) from feeding on Buffy’s mother, Joyce 

Summers.49 As he holds Joyce’s unconscious and bleeding body, McLaren writes that even 

though Angel has a soul/conscience, he appears to be ‘wrestling with a powerful temptation 

to revert to his vampire ways’.50 As McLaren explains:  

All this leads the viewer (of both series) to conclude that the soul can also be defined 
existentially: Angel resists temptation not simply because he “has” a soul (this 
would be the ontological explanation) but rather because, existentially, he makes a 
deliberate moral choice… His soul seems to render him ontologically incapable of 
reassuming his former vampire lifestyle. The mere fact that he wishes to resume that 
lifestyle, however, implies some continuity of identity – with and without a soul.51  

McLaren argues that the show’s concept of the soul is split between ontological and 

existential dimensions. In Freudian terms, the ontological quality of the soul corresponds to 

the insistence of upholding fundamental social law (e.g. the taboo on killing) that is 

sustained by the Super-Ego. Whereas, the existential soul that McLaren nominates 

corresponds to the anguished position of the Freudian Ego, torn between instinctual impulses 

and social constraint. Ontologically, the soul resides in the Super-Ego as prohibition on 

instinct, but existentially the soul is experienced in the Ego as the pangs of ‘self-judgement’ 

imposed by ‘moral censorship’ and ‘conscience’. 

The idea that the soul is the agent of a primary prohibition on sadistic violence likewise 

appears in the episode ‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’. A ‘soul-feeding’ demon is exorcised 

from a young boy named Ryan, whose violent actions had flagged the attention of ‘Angel 

Investigations’. However, when the demon is finally exorcised and later questioned, he 

explains that he was not feeding on Ryan’s soul or committing these heinous acts, instead 

his own essence became trapped within Ryan, powerless to prevent the boy’s sadistic 

actions. 

What soul? Do you know what the most frightening thing in the world is? Nothing. 
That’s what I found in the boy. No conscience, no fear, no humanity. Just a black 
void. I just sat there and watched as he destroyed everything around him. Not from a 
belief in evil, not for any reason at all. That boy’s mind was the blackest hell I’ve 
ever known.52 

Upon his release, the demon is able to reveal the fundamental misrecognition that had taken 

place. The boy was not a soul corrupted by a demon, but the demon was a soul unable to 

stem the corruption of the boy. In this moment of revelation, and in the declaration of his 
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impotence, the demon also shows that Ryan exhibited neither an existential soul (Ego) nor 

an ontological soul (Super-Ego). The show conveys the soul as synonymous with 

conscience, and it is the lack of a soul which compels the boy to commit immoral acts and 

behave sadistically. Without an ontological soul (Super-Ego), Ryan acts very much like a 

soulless vampire, like Angelus. The Super-Ego’s prohibition that restrains the Id and 

punishes the Ego with feelings of guilt is not present in Ryan. Thus, Ryan is, in Freudian 

terms, led purely by Id, as he lacks his Super-Ego’s conscience directive, the psychic tool 

that would restrain his Id’s aggressive and sadistic behaviour, and punish with feelings of 

self-judgement.  

The second duty of the Super-Ego is the production of the Ego-ideal (or ideal self), and 

achieving this image is a driving force in Angel’s actions and behaviour. The Ego-ideal is an 

idealistic picture of how you ought to be, it is the part of the psyche said to hold dominion 

over career aspirations, assimilation into society, and relationships. Freud first used the term 

Ego-ideal in his 1914 paper ‘On Narcissism’. It developed as a continuation of his concept 

of primary narcissism, when infantile narcissism was not readily visible in normal adults. 

Hence, Freud postulated two pathways for excess ‘libidinal energy’, a residual facet of 

infantile narcissism. One part was relocated onto objects, starting with the primary caretaker, 

and Freud called this ‘Object Libido’. The remaining libidinal excess was invested in the 

‘Ego-ideal’, an ideal image of the self that stored every imagined future perfection. As the 

child develops, writes Freud ‘he is disturbed by the admonitions of others and his own 

critical judgement is awakened, he seeks to recover the early perfection, thus wrested from 

him, in the new form of an Ego-ideal’.53 Although the Ego-ideal (otherwise referred to as 

ideal self) underwent changes between 1914 and 1932, it was in ‘The Ego and The Id’, and 

the new structural model of the psyche proposed there, that the Ego-ideal became absorbed 

within the agency of Super-Ego.54  

The Ego-ideal, like conscience, punishes with feelings of guilt, but also rewards with 

feelings of self-worth or self-esteem. It is this faculty which is understood as Angel adopts 

the role of hero and protector; beginning a path of active redemption (in soul terms), towards 

the Ego-ideal’s perfect self. Angel’s resolution to be a force for good was set in motion by 

‘The Powers That Be’, a group who speak on behalf of the prevailing deity in the series. 

They chose him, the vampire with a soul, to be their ‘champion’ against the forces of evil. In 
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the first episode of Angel ‘City of...’, Doyle, a half-demon with the gift of prophetic visions, 

explains Angel’s mission to him by invoking the concept of the soul. He tells Angel that it is 

about more than ‘saving lives, it’s about saving souls... possibly yours in the process’.55 

Angel’s commitment to ‘saving lives’ conveys his wish to reproduce his Super-Ego’s ideal 

self, the image of a heroic rescuer.  

Moreover, his appointment to ‘saving souls’ mirrors his wish of redeeming his own, a need 

to make amends and receive forgiveness for the actions perpetrated by Angelus. The guilt 

and inner culpability that Angel experiences over the actions of Angelus keeps him in a state 

of constant repentance. Therefore, in his role as ‘champion’, he is not simply performing 

good actions; he is also seeking redemption for the destruction that Angelus caused. 

Redemption, meaning to ‘buy back’, is a common aspect of religious philosophies. Ron 

Geaves writes that redemption ‘refers to any means through which the human being can be 

freed from oppression threat or confinement, whether to body, mind or spirit, by offering up 

something to the supernatural in exchange for a return to a primordial condition of 

wholeness, freedom or safety’.56 In this way, Angel seeks the ‘return’, or divine restoration 

of his lost mortality and humanity, through the exchange of good acts for his evil behaviour 

as Angelus, a process made possible only through the reinstatement of his soul as conscience 

and Ego-ideal.  

Angel’s role of supernatural saviour of humankind, who upholds justice in union with ‘The 

Powers That Be’ also implicates metanarratives at work in the series. Angel saves the world 

on multiple occasions and willingly sacrifices himself to do so. He is resurrected to influence 

the destiny of humankind and the fate of the apocalypse. Indeed, such factors along with his 

impetus to ‘save souls’ allude to his messianic role. For instance, John 3:17 states: ‘God sent 

his Son into the world not to judge the world, but to save the world through him’.57 

Likewise, this vampire does not condemn the world, but hopes it ‘might be saved through 

him’. Angel’s role to save the world and the souls of those in it introduces Christ-like 

analogies. It is Angel’s destiny to abolish malevolent forces, to stop the apocalypse, and save 

humanity, even if this means sacrificing himself. It is such heroism and sacrifice that aligns 

Angel with the Messiah in Christian terms. Though, as with most popular culture texts, 

Roslyn Weaver notes, ‘Buffy is less interested in faithfully adhering to biblical or Christian 

traditions than in drawing on particular motifs at regular points to serve its (secular) themes 
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of Buffy [or in this case Angel] as a saviour for humanity’.58 However, Weaver continues, 

‘[e]ven if we heed cautions against over reading parallels between secular characters and 

Christ, the series rather obviously attempts to connect Buffy [and Angel] with Jesus in 

several ways’.59 Indeed, by emulating such virtues Angel becomes a literary contradiction, a 

pious vampire. 

Central to Angel’s heroism is his self-sacrifice. In the episode ‘I Will Remember You’, 

Angel is attacked by a demon whose blood has regenerative properties, it gets into his 

system and turns him into a human. In this scene Angel is filled with an internal light that 

radiates out of him, this kind of light is distinctive in the series as representing internal 

transformation, usually connected to the soul. In this instance it is signifying his restored 

humanity. This restoration means   he can eat food, walk in the sun and experience ‘perfect 

happiness’ without losing his soul and reverting to Angelus.60 In essence, Angel has been 

freed from the constraints that his status as vampire had placed on his existence. However, 

when, in human form, he faces the demon again, his lack of supernatural strength means he 

is inadequate in the fight. Thus, Angel asks the ‘Oracles’ (connected to ‘The Powers That 

Be’) to turn back time and allow him to remain a vampire with a soul. Angel sacrifices his 

happiness and humanity to continue to help the people of Los Angeles. This sacrificial 

quality is also seen in the episode ‘In the Dark’, in which Angel receives the ‘Gem of 

Amarra’, a mystical object that makes him impervious to religious articles and sunlight—to 

which vampires in the Buffyverse are otherwise vulnerable. However, after a day in the sun 

and watching the sunset, Angel in a similar act of self-sacrifice decides that wearing the ring 

would distance him from the suffering of the innocent he has sworn to protect, so Angel 

crushes the jewel.  
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While we are given to understand that becoming human (e.g. being with Buffy, being able to 

walk in the sun) is what Angel hopes will be his redemptive reward from ‘The Powers That 

Be’ when his mission is complete, he does not retain these faculties when they are found 

outside of divine recompense. Charles Hanley writes: 

[The Ego-ideal] refers to a perfection to be achieved; it refers to an unrealised 
potential; it is the idea of a perfection towards which the Ego ought to strive. The 
Ego ideal establishes purposes, goals, and aims for Ego activity, particularly 
maturation. The Ego ideal holds up to the Ego a destiny it ought to realise whether 
or not it can.61  

As such, Angel explains that he cannot retain these gifts as they only ‘appear’ to be the 

redemption he seeks. Rather, Angel chooses authentic divine redemption and a true 

restoration of his soul, an imperative set by his Ego-ideal. When Doyle questions this 

attitude, saying: ‘so what, you don’t get the ring because your period of self-flagellation isn’t 

over yet? I mean, think of all the daytime people you can help between 9 and 5’.62 Angel 

responds: ‘They have help. The whole world is designed for them. So much so that they 

have no idea what goes on around them after dark. They don’t see the weak ones lost in the 

night. And the things that prey on them. And if I joined them, maybe I’d stop seeing too’.63 

Angel’s burgeoning identity as a champion, a hero, is demonstrated in this pledge to 

safeguard the citizens of Los Angeles, particularly the ‘lost’ ones. It is apparent that Angel is 

channelling the Ego-ideal in espousing his status as saviour, wishing for a destiny achieved 

only through striving for an interior, soul based ‘perfection’ or ‘maturation’.  

However, in keeping with the comedic postmodern style of BtVS and Angel, Angel is 

presented as both a site of existential contemplation as well as humour. Indeed, even in his 

heroic and austere role of ‘saviour of souls’ he is not portrayed as an unchallenged or 

superior being. He is on occasion highly fallible, and this imperfection is exaggerated 

through the comedy of the series. For instance, in ‘City of...’ Angel jumps into the wrong 

car, negating his heroic action stunts. As Stacey Abbott argues, the show uses comedy ‘to 

undercut traditional representations of the superhero as strong, suave, and masculine’.64 

Similarly, Allison McCraken observes that Angel’s heroic body is ‘kept in check by putting 

him in situations where his body is spectacularly humiliated’.65 Another instance of Angel’s 

bodily parody is seen in the episode ‘She’ as explored by Lorna Jowett, Angel is pictured 
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dancing in a ‘loose and flamboyant physical display’ that would typically not be allowed in 

the show.66 This is similarly parodied in the episode ‘Smile Time’ when Angel is turned into 

a puppet.67 These instances of comedic bodily lack of control and freeness are starkly 

contrasted against Angel’s usual characteristic lack of movement, authenticated in the series 

as soulful contemplation.  

Nevertheless, Angel is rendered a contentious hero. As Stacey Abbott notes in her essay 

‘Walking the Fine Line between Angel and Angelus’, ‘while Angel is clearly presented as a 

hero, a champion, the series takes great pains to present him as a problematic one’, in the 

sense that the audience is always aware that Angel is a vampire.68 He must work at night or 

in the shadows, drink pig’s blood whilst his restored soul operates to repress his natural 

vampiric urges to kill and feed. Furthermore, his contentious hero identity is permeated by 

the series lore, and its particular eschatology. There are several prophecies that are revealed 

throughout the series that speak of the apocalypse. In one of these, it had been prophesised 

that Angel, as the vampire with a soul, would play a crucial role in the apocalypse, but 

whether he would be on the side of good or evil was undetermined. If he was in possession 

of his soul he would be positioned as a ‘champion’ for good, as Angel; without a soul, he 

would be a power for evil, as Angelus. As Angel’s soul is perpetually in a state of flux, 

constantly threatening to depart, this prophecy encases Angel the show and Angel the 

vampire. Indeed, it is this insecurity which renders Angel’s heroic nature always in the 

category of unachievable or contentious, until the prophecy is fulfilled.  

Angel’s motivation is led in the language of the show by the inauguration of the soul (as a 

curse) into the vampire Angelus. It is the soul which transforms the way in which the 

vampire acts and feels, now led by conscience and feelings of inadequacy and redemption. 

Thus, it is the term soul which corresponds to the role of the Ego-ideal. As Hanly observes: 

[The Ego ideal] represents an identity to be achieved, whereas the ideal Ego 
represents an identity which has already been achieved. Stated otherwise, with the 
formation of the Super-Ego, the ideal Ego is the idea of the Ego as being worthy of 
love for what it is, whereas the Ego ideal is the idea of the Ego as being worthy of 
love for what it seeks to become.69  
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Indeed, the soul functions in Angel to ‘represent an identity to be achieved’. Angel seeks a 

reformation of his human status, and thus, he is perpetually classified by the Ego-ideal’s 

impediment of becoming an identity, worthy of redemption.  

The confluence between the anguished post-secular vampire and the Super-Ego’s ideal self 

that drives their aspiration for social approval is often based upon the approval from a higher 

authority. Freud suggests that it is the character of the Super-Ego to seek a ‘religious father’ 

that would produce a ‘religious sense of humility’.70 Thus, the formation of the Ego-ideal is 

influenced not only by parental figure(s) but also via divine directive. As Bettelheim writes 

in Freud and Man’s Soul, ‘all that the qualifying part of the compound word (super) needs to 

convey is that it refers to those aspects of the psyche which attempt to rule the person 

through a claim of higher authority’.71 ‘The Powers That Be’ initially operate as guide to this 

aspect of the Super-Ego for Angel. However, as the distinction offered by Hanly observes, it 

is the ‘Ego-ideal’ that strives to be ‘worthy of love for what it seeks to become’ that is most 

readily recognised in Angel’s perpetual mission.72 In this regard, Buffy—the female love 

interest who takes the archetypal role of ‘girl-next-door’— appears to operate in the role of 

‘religious father’ for Angel. Indeed, Buffy becomes, what Melanie Wilson terms, the 

‘custodian, advocate and benefactress’ of Angel, admonishing him when he breaks from her 

ethical code and praising him when he remains in accordance with his ‘Ego-ideal’ (a 

characteristic now commonplace in the other contemporary vampire texts discussed within 

this thesis).73 Therefore, due to the demands from the Ego-ideal for love and approval, Angel 

recognises a requirement to relinquish the purely carnal mode of obtaining the love object 

that had been the pathway to libidinal success for the unreconstructed, soulless vampire. The 

epiphany that powers the change in the vampire is that the primordial method of obtaining 

the object (incorporation) came with the catastrophic consequence of destroying the object. 

The new method, offered by the symbolic universe embodied by the Ego-ideal had the 

advantage of keeping the object intact. So, the attainment of the Ego-ideal is closely linked 

with the attainment of the love object. 

                                                           
70 Freud, ‘The Ego and the Id’ (1923), 37. 
71 Bettelheim (1982), 59. 
72 Hanly (1984), 255. 
73 Melanie Wilson, ‘She Believes in Me: Angel, Spike, and Redemption’, in Buffy meets the academy: Essays on 
the Episodes and Scripts as Texts, ed. Kevin K. Durand (Jefferson, NC: MacFarland and Company Ltd. 2009), 
137-149. Indeed, Buffy becomes the ethical guardian for both Angel and Spike. So too does Bella represent for 
Edward in the Twilight series an opportunity for human inspired redemption for his vampiric past. Likewise, 
Sookie performs this role for Bill and Eric in The Southern Vampire Mysteries and its televised adaption True 
Blood. And, Elena operates similarly in the The Vampire Diaries for the vampire brothers Damon and Stephan 
Salvatore. 



63 
 

Set against Angel is his soulless counterpart Angelus who conversely is unconstrained by 

empathy, a trait that the Super-Ego instils through the mechanisms of guilt and self-

judgement. Angelus is not troubled by his actions and so has no need for forgiveness or 

absolution and thus any of the means that are required to secure it. Therefore, Angelus is 

comfortable in accepting the role of villain, and when he reverts to this state he attempts to 

destroy the world. For instance, resurrecting ‘The Judge’ to rid the world of humanity and 

waking ‘Acathla’ a demon who can create a portal to suck the world into a hell dimension. 

This soul induced split in intention between saving and destroying the world is a defining 

and segregating factor between the heroic Angel and villainous Angelus identities. Indeed, 

Angelus finds satisfaction in his lack of humanity and is from a particular vantage point, 

‘pure’ in this drive. In the episode ‘Innocence’, a supernatural ‘Judge’ is brought forth to rid 

the earth of the plague of humanity’, but deems Angelus ‘clean’ of such humanity.74 He is 

unburdened by the Super-Ego’s (soul) directives: he is Id unrestrained, pure in his vampire 

drive.   

In this way, the soulless vampire in the Buffyverse personifies Freud’s Id. As Jarrod 

Longbons writes, ‘vampires function like the Id of the bodies they possess; they express the 

dark side of the former person’s desires’.75 Similarly, Kristina Busse in ‘Crossing the Final 

Taboo: Family, Sexuality, and Incest in Buffyverse fan fiction’, writes: 

The vampire exists outside any symbolic universe that would control and regulate 
his behaviour. As pure Id, he follows his every drive and desire, not thinking—or 
having to think—about potential consequences. The vampire collapses the oral-
cannibalistic and the anal-sadistic stage: not only does his sustenance come from 
sucking as he “eats” his victims, but he also is usually portrayed as cruel, uncaring, 
not concerned about his environment, and unable to control his urges.76  

Indeed, the act of feeding for the vampire is also a point of stark difference between Angel 

and, not only, his alter-ego, Angelus, but all other vampires of the show, who are referred to 

as ‘vermin’ and are staked as they rise from the grave. The difference still defined by the 

possession of a ‘soul’, is seen this time through the vampire, Angelus, who is shown to have 

a motivation consisting of two main elements. The first is the simple requirement to feed, 

and in this sense the blood that he drinks functions as the satisfaction of this primary drive. 

The second element complicates this pure instrumentalism by the installation of a sadistic 

libidinal exchange. In other words, Angelus not only kills to eat, but also gains pleasure 
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from causing others pain. However, with the restitution of his soul, Angel seemingly loses 

this secondary drive. In this we might see the displacement of sadistic impulses into the 

service of the soul (Super-Ego), which represses taboo impulses prompted by the Id. 

However, the presence of the soul or Super-Ego does not expel Angelus’s vampiric impulses 

(Id) from Angel. As Angelus explains: ‘You think it’s that cut and dry don’t you? That if 

Angel gets his soul back…you’ll just hang up your spurs and ride off into the sunset 

knowing you put the monster back in its cage? But I’m always here… I’m deep in… soul or 

no soul’.77 In other words, Id is always present within the ensouled Angel. Angelus explains 

that even though he is consciously repressed by Angel’s soul or Super-Ego, he (his Id) is 

always within Angel. Although, it is only through the removal and reinstatement of the soul 

that Angel can acknowledge both the malevolence of his pure ‘Id’ (vampire), as well as 

made consciously aware of his Super-Ego’s (soul’s) ability to counteract this aspect of his 

psyche. Therefore, it is in fact Angel who is imbued with both Id (the vampire demon 

possession) and Super-Ego (soul), who embodies Freud’s entire psychic trinity, and can thus 

be understood as Ego.  

These conflicting realms of the psyche are further complicated when Angel and Angelus 

discuss the other. Usually, the characters of the Buffyverse refer to the Angel and Angelus 

counterparts in the third person. Yet, Angel and Angelus often talk of the other identity as an 

innate part of them. For instance, in ‘Amends’ the vampire known as ‘The First’ causes 

Angel to hallucinate about Angelus’s actions, prompting Angel to question the lack of 

boundaries between these two selves, and accepting the actions of Angelus as his own. As 

Angel explains: ‘It wasn’t haunting me, it was showing me… What I am… And ever shall 

be’.78 This confusion is also exhibited when Angel reveals, ‘I remember everything Angelus 

did—I did,’ and ‘If he is here, I’m not. I won’t be able to protect anyone from the Beast… or 

from me’.79 By switching between first and third person, Angel’s self-conscious connection 

to the separate parts of his psyche are conveyed. As Amy Kind writes: 

The Angel/Angelus duality suggests yet another categorical contradiction. We are 
encouraged to think of Angel and Angelus as being the same, and yet we are also 
encouraged to view them as different. During the time that the vampire’s soul is 
restored, does Angelus cease to exist, or is he merely suppressed underneath Angel’s 
humanity? Likewise, when the soul again departs his body, is Angel still somewhere 
deep inside? Do we have two different vampires here, or just one—albeit a fractured 
one?80 
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In this example, we see how Angel (Ego) consciously recognises that Angelus (Id) is 

permanently within himself, though with his soul (Super-Ego) intact, he is able to repress 

and restrain this aspect. As one of the show’s characters, Wesley Wyndham Price, 

comments: ‘You walk a fine line, Angel. I don’t envy you’.81 Angel’s ‘fine line’ is 

maintaining the Ego’s equilibrium between his soul’s ethical principles constructed by the 

Super-Ego’s directives of conscience and Ego-ideal, and the vampiric impulses of the Id. 

Indeed, the Ego is tasked with the difficult job of reining in the impulsive appetites of the Id 

as well as weathering the severe austerity of the Super-Ego. As Freud writes in ‘The Ego and 

the Id’: ‘We see the Ego as a poor creature owing service to three masters, and consequently 

menaced by several dangers: from the external world, from the libido of the Id, and from the 

severity of the Super-Ego. Like the dweller in the borderland that it is, the Ego tries to 

mediate these several demands’.82 Therefore, it becomes apparent that in facilitating the 

harmonious co-functioning of Id (vampire) and Super-Ego (soul) Angel should be regarded 

as Freud’s Ego. 

Shows like BtVS and Angel point to an evolution in popular culture that has occurred in the 

fifty-years since Todorov declared that psychoanalysis had superseded the supernatural as a 

causal mechanism in cultural texts. What seems to have occurred, and the post-Rice vampire 

is exemplary in this regard, is that the dynamics of the psyche that were exposed by 

psychoanalysis have been re-inscribed in the supernatural according to the mode of 

expressionism. There has been a dialectical movement where psychoanalysis, continuing the 

work of secular modernity understood the supernatural as an explicable mechanism in the 

human organism available for medical diagnosis and treatment. In the post-secular shift, 

these same psychic elements have been released from the realm of science, albeit under the 

cover of fictive works (i.e. been externalised) as metaphysical phenomena and supernatural 

creatures. But the striking thing now is that these creatures are recognisably imitating 

Freudian anxieties. The post-Rice vampire is thus a thoroughly Freudian animal and the 

‘soul’ that the vampire has lost and, in some way or another, partially regained is the de-

secularised expression of the repressive and repressed dimensions of the Freudian psyche. 

The ‘true nature’ of the vampire is Id—pure need untrammelled by social restraint. But the 

post-secular vampire is not content to live according to its true nature, it longs for social 

approval and to be ‘good’.  
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Thus, we have the situation where psychoanalytic themes abound in the popular expressions 

of the fantastic, and at the same time the terminology of the ‘soul’, most associated with 

theological interpretations, has powerfully re-entered popular discourse. Indeed, the post-

secular is typified by a convergence of the secular and the religious, in particular, the 

capacity of religious language to act in a ‘therapeutic role’.83 Perhaps this is not, in spite of 

Todorov’s suppositions, altogether surprising. After all, as Bettelheim posits, Freud intended 

for psychoanalysis to be the study of the soul. And, where better to discuss this internal 

conflict of the psyche (soul) than through the vampire, a creature demarcated by the status of 

its soul.  

The Metaphysics of the Soul  

Hitherto, the soul’s status within the BtVS and Angel series has been navigated via its 

expression as the psychic agency known as Super-Ego and has been analysed in reference to 

its key elements, conscience and the Ego-ideal. Other than being depicted as such, the show 

also demonstrates how the soul is regarded as a metaphysical phenomenon. Soul is revealed 

as the immortal part of a person, that exists as a separate entity from the body. This second 

account focuses upon the metaphysics of the soul. That it is the element that passes to an 

afterlife, whether to a paradise or damnation (according to the Christian eschatology the 

show internalises), and so this element also represents the dimension of human life that is 

connected to the divine or higher powers (i.e. ‘The Powers That Be’ in the Buffyverse). This 

type of soul, situated broadly within the Platonic and Christian conceptions signals to the 

audience the possibility of the divine and proposes an instance of the self (or some part of 

it—soul) persisting after death.84 This metaphysical account of the soul that operates within 

the discourse and belief system of the program asserts that humans are more than simply 

bodies. It is within this treatment, that the writers are compelled to draw upon broad Judeo-

Christian accounts of the soul. In this way, soul in BtVS and Angel can be read as a backlash 
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against Max Weber’s argument for the disenchantment of the modern world, by re-

enchanting stoic ideas.85  

There are undoubtedly many discrepancies between what is verbalised and what is enacted 

when concerning the metaphysics of the show. As Marguerite Krause writes, ‘it’s a 

frustrating flaw in Whedon’s universe: to have explanations of “how things work” clearly 

presented in some episodes but totally ignored in others’.86 Likewise, Wendy Love Anderson 

suggests that the use of religious narratives in the series is ‘simply a story telling 

technique’.87 And, Mary Hallab finds that the programmes fail to treat the place of religion 

thoughtfully, in fact deeming its use ‘comical’, ‘whimsical’, ‘superficial’, and ‘disconnected 

from a supporting context of belief or even consistent unbelief’.88 Loftis summarises this 

position bluntly by noting that ‘commentators basically agree that the metaphysics of the 

Buffyverse simply don’t add up’.89 

One inconsistency that has been noted is in the treatment of Christian symbols as a weapon 

against vampires. The efficacy of religious articles, such as holy water and crucifixes, is a 

standard feature of the vampiric genre. However, in the Buffyverse their significance is 

downplayed. As Erickson observes, the cross and holy water have ‘no privileged status’, and 

they are ‘no more a weapon than a crossbow, a broken pool cue, or a well-placed karate 

kick’.90 Thus, religious articles are utilised as a feature of the genre rather than out of any 

spiritual imperative. This is demonstrated in the episode ‘Who Are You?’, when several 

vampires barricade themselves inside a church with its parishioners. During the siege one of 

the vampire’s shout at the centrally displayed altar and cross in the background, ‘I’ve been 

avoiding this place for so many years, and it’s nothing… Where is the thing I was so afraid 

of? You know… the Lord?’91 This is an impulse established in Anne Rice’s The Vampire 

Lestat, when Lestat hunted by a Satan worshiping coven of vampires, ‘Vampire Les 

Innocents’, takes shelter in the Cathedral of Notre-Dame in Paris. These other vampires 

refuse to enter as they fear churches and anything associated with Christianity. Though when 

eventually captured, Lestat convinces the coven and its leader Armand that their lifestyle 
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and fears are dominated by outdated ideologies. In turn, he prompts them to ask questions 

comparable to that seen in the above BtVS dialogue: ‘Haven’t we always known? There is 

nothing to fear in the sign of the Cross, nor the Holy Water, nor the Sacrament itself… the 

old rites, the incense, the fire, the vows spoken, when we thought we saw the Evil One in the 

dark, whispering’.92 In both BtVS and The Vampire Lestat, the Crucifix and, as an extension, 

Christianity are disenchanted, relegated to symbols, rather than artefacts of celestial power. 

Notwithstanding, the cross does maintain a certain power over the vampires within the 

series, which fails to be conquered through rationalised secularism and disbelief as in The 

Vampire Chronicles. The cross’s authority as a symbol of religious power, stems from its 

depiction of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion. It represents the sacrifice of God for humankind, and 

the power of good over evil and life over death. Hence, the cross was used in vampiric lore 

and literature as a means of warding off vampires associated with Satan, and this allusion 

continues to be made in the series. For instance, in the episode ‘Nightmares’ the ancient 

vampire known as ‘The Master’ refers to the crucifix as ‘two pieces of wood’ in an attempt 

to diminish its influence.93 To prove its ineffectualness and demystify its prominence as a 

holy weapon, he then touches the cross, but his skin burns and smokes on contact. Likewise, 

in the episode ‘Angel’, following a kiss between Buffy and Angel, the camera pans down to 

reveal Angel’s exposed chest, singed with a cross-shaped mark burned on him by his contact 

with Buffy’s crucifix necklace.94 In Season Seven of BtVS, Spike drapes himself on a cross 

as it burns, and in Season Two of Angel, Darla, using a cross to burn Angel, shouts, ‘You 

see, no matter how good a boy you are, God doesn’t want you’.95 These scenes imply that a 

mystical force remains at work in the image of the cross. Indeed, the persistence of the 

cross’s power in BtVS and Angel indicates that there exists a religious component (indeed, a 

Christian metaphysics) to the series.  

This confusion as to the status of religious symbols in the Buffyverse extends also to the 

metaphysical treatment of the soul. Within the series, the concept of the soul is fluid and is 

altered for the purpose of the narrative. However, there does appear to be a general 

understanding of the soul which follows the construction of the soul as divine, essential and 

immortal. The show establishes a concept of the soul as working separately to the body. In 

this way, the show explores body-soul dualism in the style of Plato, who treats the soul as 

the chief component to a being, a distinct essence, which can be thought of as acting 
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independent of the body. Moreover, the show mirrors Plato’s philosophy of the soul as a 

thing that existed externally before birth, and continues to do so after bodily death, a feature 

also found in the Christian eschatology of the soul.96  

The dualist position is explored in the episode ‘Shells’. In this episode, one of Angel’s close 

associates Winnifred Burkle, nick-named Fred, has her body unwillingly occupied as a 

vessel for the ‘essence’ of an ‘Old One’ named Illyria. In the transition, Fred’s soul is 

seemingly extinguished. However, Angel devises a plan based upon the soul as an 

ontological entity separable from the body. He hopes to ‘find’ Fred’s soul and ‘put it back’ 

in her body, explaining: ‘Fred’s soul is out there somewhere. We’ll find it and we’ll put it 

back where it belongs’.97 In this example, the soul is attributed as the separable, 

indestructible and vital feature of a person’s being, as seen in the following dialogue: 

WESLEY: The infection – Illyria – consumed her. Took over her body. 
GUNN: Then it’s still Fred, right? The thing is just controlling... 
WESLEY: She’s gone… I watched it gut her from the inside out. Everything she 

was gone. There is nothing left but a shell. 
ANGEL: Then we’ll figure out a way to fill it back up. 
SPIKE: The thing only took over her body. Just a tip of the theological. 
ANGEL: It’s the soul that matters. 
SPIKE: Trust us. We’re kind of experts.98 

In these exchanges within the series the soul is presented as linked to the body, to ‘belong’ 

to it, although the soul is also regarded as divisible from the body, which is merely its shell. 

This reflects Plato’s dualist understanding of the soul. Plato recognised the impact that body 

and soul could have upon one another, he established an anthropological dualism that 

identified the body as the material enclosure that surrounds the true person, the soul.99 Thus, 

it became commonplace within the soul’s ontology to think of the soul as the true essence of 

the individual. This is found in the above dialogue regarding Fred’s soul, which indicates 

that the soul is the essential element of a person, it is the thing that ‘matters’, it is who Fred 

‘is’, the body is just something to be ‘filled’. 

In this process, the soul is placed at the centre of the living person’s psychic consciousness. 

To equate soul with consciousness is to follow the work of Richard Swinburne’s ‘soft’ 

materialism, which rationalises the soul to the level of ‘mind’, and, as such, maintains a kind 
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of dualism between the mental and the physical. Within this theory, the mental is considered 

as a ‘soul-type element’, usually termed ‘mind’ or ‘consciousness’, associated with the brain 

function. Indeed, as Rosalie Osmond notes,  

This view of “consciousness” has many elements in common with “soul”. It is 
unique to the individual, and it gives him his sense of selfhood. It is the centre of 
what he is. Where it differs from traditional concepts of soul is that it is entirely 
dependent on physical elements, and therefore, by definition, cannot be eternal or 
separable from the body whose consciousness it is.100 

However, BtVS and Angel go beyond such physical accounts of the body and mind, using the 

term soul to point to not only to ethical values, including altruism (Super-Ego), but also a 

spiritual and eternal faculty. Thus, soul in the show operates outside of the term ‘mind’ to 

reenchant the human form, after the concerted effort of modernisation and scientific 

rationalisation to disenchant it.  

The distinction between mind/body and soul is further highlighted through an emphasis on 

the question of memory. Within this account, memory is designated not as an attribute of a 

person’s soul, rather as a part of their body or consciousness, the memories live in the 

functioning brain, but this is not indicative of identity. By possessing Fred’s body, Illyria 

also possesses all of Fred’s recollections and can thus impersonate her. However, Wesley 

forbids Illyria from doing that, he refutes Illyria’s argument that human identity is ‘a 

summation of recollections’, he asserts instead, that human beings are ‘more than just 

memories’.101 This advocates that a human is defined by an internal entity, what BtVS and 

Angel will often and explicitly term the soul, otherwise suggested by way of implication. 

This is the same strand of argument that is used in relation to the vampire’s ability to have 

the same memory and personality as the body it possesses. As Buffy says, ‘That’s not how it 

works. You die. And a demon sets up shop in your old house. It walks and talks and 

remembers your life but it’s not you’.102 While the term soul is not expressly used in the 

above dialogues, it seems clear that both Wesley and Buffy are, as McLaren writes, ‘in fact 

talking about something apart from memory that serves as the essence of human identity’.103 

This language seems to indicate a metaphysical element that functions as a person’s true 

self, attributed to the numinous quality of the individual, the soul.  
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The soul as the crucial entity of a person is further explored in the episode ‘Soul Purpose’. 

Whilst Angel is suffering from delusions caused by a demonic parasite, he becomes 

engrossed in a dream sequence in which Fred performs surgery on him, removing different 

items from his body. Finally, she removes a dead goldfish in a dirty bowl, ‘there’s your soul’ 

Fred exclaims. The dead goldfish signifies Angel’s own insecurities about his limited and 

sullied soul.104 Once this is removed Fred concludes: ‘there’s nothing left. Just a shell’.105 

Again the soul is said to be the quality that forms an individual, without it there is ‘nothing’, 

only the body (shell) remains. Plato describes the body and soul dichotomy similarly, the 

soul was, he writes, ‘imprisoned in the body like an oyster in its shell’.106 The soul is the 

entity that makes up a person, the body, ‘the shell’, is merely the space in which it inhabits. 

This observation regarding body and soul dualism is found throughout the works of Plato. In 

the ‘Phaedo’, as the dialogue closes, Crito expresses apprehension over ensuring Socrates is 

given a proper burial, which in turn leads the philosopher to exclaim: 

I cannot persuade Crito, my friends, that the Socrates who is now conversing and 
arranging the details of his argument is really I; he thinks I am the one whom he will 
presently see as a corpse, and he asks how to bury me. And though I have been 
saying at great length that after I drink the poison I shall no longer be with you, but 
shall go away to the joys of the blessed you know of, he seems to think that was idle 
talk uttered to encourage you and myself.107  

In Plato’s dialogue, Socrates emphasises that he is his soul that will be released in death, and 

the body is merely its temporary boundary. The ‘I’, the essence of a being is ascribed to 

soul. It is the soul, the immortal ‘I’ that shall persist after death. Whereas, the body is just 

the ‘corpse’, the ‘shell’, the ‘old house’. The philosophy of the soul exhibited in this passage 

is articulated in the series, as Spike and Angel agree, the body is ‘just a tip of the 

theological’, the soul is all ‘that matters’.108 

As this account implies, the soul that is invoked in BtVS and Angel has the qualities of a 

Platonic form, existing autonomously but intangibly. In turn, this signposts that in the 

program’s philosophy, the soul can survive the death of the body. The belief in the 
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immortality of the soul is the cornerstone of Plato’s psychology, that at death, the soul ‘shall 

go away to the joys of the blessed’.109 The clearest example of this belief can be found in the 

‘Phaedrus’, where Socrates offers a dialectical proof for the soul’s immortality, and alleges 

that the soul, the ‘first principle’ of a being, existed both before and after its bodily 

incarnation. 

Every soul is immortal. For that which is ever in motion is immortal... this self-
mover is the source and first principle of motion for all other things that are moved. 
Now a first principle cannot come into being... if it did, it would cease to any longer 
to be a first principle. Furthermore, since it does not come into being, it must be 
imperishable... The self-mover, then, is the first principle of motion, and it is as 
impossible that it should be destroyed as that it should come into being... And now 
that we have seen that, that which is moved by itself is immortal, we shall feel no 
scruple in affirming that precisely that is the essence and definition of soul, to wit, 
self-motion... And if this last assertion is correct, namely that ‘that which moves 
itself’ is precisely identifiable with soul, it must follow that soul is not born and does 
not die.110 

Consequently, notwithstanding the ambiguities noted in this argument, the spectators 

ultimately accept his logic. Thus, the immortality of the soul, both pre- and post-mortem, 

became axiomatic with Platonic thought. This comprehension of soul is likewise evident in 

BtVS and Angel’s treatment of birth and death.  

Although the exact origin of a soul is never made clear within the series, the pregnancy 

narrative in Angel Season Three reveals that the soul does exist before birth, as Darla could 

feel her child’s soul in utero.111 The vampire Darla (Angel’s sire and old lover) was staked 

by Angel in the seventh episode of BtVS, however was resurrected as a human in Angel by 

the evil law firm Wolfram and Hart. As such, Darla is resurrected with a soul, which, 

Ricketts notes, ‘much like Angel, was forced upon her as opposed to earned, and her guilt is 

monumental. Her connection to a higher evil is severed and her certainty is quashed’.112 

However, before she can die with her soul intact on the path to atonement and redemption 

(an imminent fate due to her terminal syphilis part of her human body’s makeup), another 

vampire, Drusilla, intervenes and Darla is again converted into a vampire.113 After her 

conversion, along with the continual assault from Wolfram and Hart, Angel is drawn into a 

nihilistic hopelessness, and he and Darla have sex.114 This results in Darla’s pregnancy, an 
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‘impossible and unprecedented occurrence in the Buffyverse’.115 Darla reveals that through 

her pregnancy she shares the soul of her foetus and begins to experience empathy for her 

past victims and love for her unborn child, in turn she becomes ensouled.116 It is this 

affection that leads her to sacrifice herself in order to protect her child (Connor) from 

herself, as she fears that these feelings for him would disappear after giving birth to him with 

the loss of this soul force upon her. So, Darla stakes herself and turns to dust, leaving behind 

her son.117 In such a way, the series follows the Platonic concept of an eternal soul, the ‘first 

principle’ of a being.  

Congruently, Plato examines the condition of the soul after death, and proposes a separation 

between body and soul. He describes that after this separation, the soul undergoes judgement 

from divine beings, with them ruling for two possible fates. This eschatological account is 

found in ‘Gorgias’. The myth begins, that the dead would originally receive judgement in 

the form of both body and soul, before being sent to their intended destination, either in 

‘Tartarus’ (hell) or the ‘Islands of the Blessed’ (heaven). Yet, the fineries associated with the 

body misled the judges, and the soul would be directed to the wrong place. In the narrative, 

Zeus sought to rectify this problem. Thus, he ordained that upon death the body and soul 

should be separated, and the ‘naked’ soul revealed. Plato proposes that the soul could expect 

to experience one of two fates, depending on the state of the soul. If the soul was found to be 

‘crooked through falsehood and imposture, and nothing straight because it has been reared a 

stranger to truth’, if it was consumed by ‘license and luxury and presumption and 

incontinence’, then this soul would be sent to Tartarus, ‘doomed on its arrival to endure the 

sufferings proper to it’.118 This suffering could render two results, the soul may be deemed 

curable, and thus, this punishment may lead to a rehabilitation of the soul. Alternatively, 

incurable souls that were ‘guilty of the most heinous crimes and whose misdeeds are past 

cure’ were subject to perpetual torment in Tartarus.119 The second fate available to 

disembodied souls is markedly different from the first. These souls lived ‘in piety and truth’ 

while on Earth, and because of this, are rewarded in the ‘Islands of the Blessed’.120  
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This discourse of the immortal soul formed some of the earliest thoughts on life after death, 

with these ideologies prevailing in systems of belief globally.121 Whether adopting a linear 

eschatology, that teaches that only one resurrection occurs at the end of time (Christianity or 

Zoroastrianism), or a cyclical understanding of the soul which allows individuals to 

experience reincarnation, successive rebirths (Hinduism or Buddhism). On the moment of 

death, the disembodied soul received divine judgement which determined its location. The 

‘Gorgias’ narrative is particularly prevalent in traditional Christian theology of the afterlife, 

‘Hell’, ‘Heaven’, or, per Catholic Church and various Judeo-Christian orthodox doctrines, 

‘Purgatory’. ‘Hell’, was the name of the future location for the souls of beings that distorted 

or betrayed God’s law; it has been depicted as the place of eternal damnation and 

punishment. ‘Heaven’ according to the Christian faith is a continuation in the participation 

and experience of God, free from earthly confinements. ‘Purgatory’ is an intermediate state 

after physical death in which those destined for heaven ‘undergo purification, so as to 

achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy of heaven’.122  

Indeed, Whedon, like Rice, imagines a heavenly plane in which human souls persist after 

death. For instance, after Buffy dies at the end of Season Five, she is resurrected by the 

‘Scoobies’ from her grave one-hundred and forty days after she died (the witch Willow calls 

on the Egyptian God Osiris to release Buffy’s soul for her resurrection).123 They resurrect 

Buffy in the belief that she was trapped in a hell dimension, however, as she explains:  

I was happy. Wherever I was, I was happy... at peace. I knew that everyone I cared 
about was all right. I knew it. Time... didn’t mean anything. Nothing had form. But I 
was still me, you know? And I was warm. And I was loved. And I was finished. 
Complete. I... I don’t understand theology or dimensions, any of it really... but I 
think I was in heaven.124  

As such, the Buffyverse adopts a universe similar to the Christian ‘triple decker 

cosmology’.125 Thus, it follows in the series lore that when an ensouled being dies, or when a 

human becomes a vampire, their soul is expelled from their body and transported to another 

plane depending on the status of their soul, as in Platonic and Christian understandings of 

the afterlife. If the soul was found to be corrupt then this soul would be sent to ‘Hell’ 
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experienced by Angel.126 Though if, as with Buffy, who lived ‘in piety and truth’ while on 

Earth, after death her soul was sent to experience ‘Heaven’.  

However, in Whedon’s human-to-vampire conversion, the soul is entombed in a type of 

supernatural limbo, what was originally referred to as the ‘ether’ in BtVS, neither 

experiencing heaven nor hell.127 It is only on the death of the body that the soul is free to 

move on to a divinely judged dimension. Such an eschatology of the soul is found in most 

vampire literature, as Gregory Erickson notes, killing a vampire has been associated with 

saving the ‘eternal soul’ from damnation.128 For instance, in Stoker’s Dracula, Van Helsing 

urges his comrades to ‘strike in God’s name, that all may be well with the dead that we love, 

and the Un-dead pass away’.129 Helsing reiterates this image of salvaging the soul after they 

have killed the vampire Lucy, he declares, ‘no longer she is the Devil’s Un-dead. She is 

God’s true dead whose soul is with him’.130  

Though BtVS and Angel do not embrace a specifically religious viewpoint, despite giving 

expression to a certain numinous quality in the individual, a soul, the shows do nevertheless 

conjure the possibility of transcendence for the viewer. Such narratives implement and 

reflect upon religious stories about God’s operation in the world, and consider ‘new age’ 

philosophies that position God as ‘the universal spiritual-material energy’.131 Such an 

instance in the series, that reveals this conception of God and the metaphysics of the show, is 

in the episode ‘Amends’, in which celestial powers are implicated in the act of resurrection, 

as well as redemption. In the second season of BtVS, Angel loses his soul after experiencing 

‘pure happiness’ with Buffy, and his soulless counterpart Angelus emerges, who assists in 

restoring the demon Acathla, whose mouth opens a portal to hell. To stop the demon from 

sucking the entire world into a hellish dimension, Buffy must kill Angelus; however, she 

kills him the moment that his soul is restored by Willow’s magic, and thus, it is Angel who 

is transported to hell as an ensouled being. In the third season, Angel returns from this 

hellish dimension, rabid from the torture experienced, but what or who brought him back? 

This question is explored in the episode ‘Amends’.  
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After being brought back from hell, Angel is subjected to hallucinations by the malevolent 

agency known in the series as ‘The First’. Angel’s hallucinations are recollections of his past 

actions as Angelus, killing and torturing innocent people. ‘The First’ alleged that he 

resurrected Angel in the hope that he would again lose his soul in loving Buffy and in turn 

kill her. At the end of the episode Angel decides to commit suicide to protect Buffy from 

himself. Whilst standing on a rooftop awaiting the morning sun and his death; however, 

Buffy finds him and attempts to persuade him that his life is worth saving. She says: ‘If I 

can’t convince you that you belong in this world, then I don’t know what can. But do not 

expect me to watch. And don’t expect me to mourn for you, because…’132 Buffy stops mid-

sentence as it has mysteriously begun to snow, preventing the sunlight from killing Angel. 

Buffy and Angel both look up at the falling snow, which gradually becomes heavier, stunned 

by this apparent miracle. The camera then pans down to the street passing over the cinema 

which reads, ‘Pray For’. A newsreader narrates the scene: 

And while most of Southern California is enjoying a balmy Christmas, an extreme 
cold front has sprung up out of nowhere around Sunnydale, where they are reporting 
heavy snowfall for the first time in, well, ever. Sunnydale residents shouldn’t expect 
to see the sun at all today. That cold front isn’t going anywhere. With temperatures 
in the high 30s (Fahrenheit), means you better bundle up if you’re planning to go 
outside and enjoy the change in the weather.133 

This apparent miracle is indicative of the divine intervention, implicitly gestured to 

throughout the series. Buffy’s ‘what’ that can persuade Angel of his worth, the mysterious 

snow and the cinema billing, ‘Pray For’, each suggest that Angel was resurrected via divine 

intervention and that these powers also saved his life.  

‘Amends’ is one of the most discussed episodes of BtVS. This scene particularly caused 

questions surrounding the religiosity of the series. In Whedon’s response to such questions, 

he says:  

The snow [in ‘Amends’] was good... was it God? Well, I’m an atheist, but it’s hard 
to ignore the idea of a ‘Christmas miracle’ here... The fact is, the Christian mythos 
has a powerful fascination to me, and it bleeds into my storytelling. Redemption, 
hope, purpose… whether I believe in an afterlife or some universal structure or not. I 
certainly don’t mind a strictly Christian interpretation being placed on this episode 
by those who believe that—I just hope it’s not limited to that.134  

Whether ‘strictly Christian’ or not, this episode implicates the cosmic battle between good 

and evil that is so prominent in the Buffyverse, with one inclined to read the snow as the 
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work of ‘The Powers That Be’, the supernatural, omniscient deities of the series. Indeed, 

Habermas in Postmetaphysical Thinking concedes that ‘as long as no better words for what 

religion can say are found in the medium of rational discourse, it [communicative reason] 

will even coexist abstemiously with the former, neither supporting it nor combating it’.135 

Likewise, Whedon’s reversion to religious terminologies such as soul, redemption, miracles, 

and resurrection exhibits a reliance on ‘religious language’ whose ‘semantic content’ 

Habermas would argue ‘eludes (for the time being?) the explanatory force of philosophical 

language and continues to resist translation into reasoning discourses’.136 Whedon’s 

application of the term soul in BtVS and Angel exhibits how the aesthetic value of religious 

language remains relevant in conjunction with secular philosophies. 

According to Richard Jenkins whose essay ‘Disenchantment, Enchantment, and 

Reenchantment: Max Weber at the Millennium’, traces Weber’s argument for secularism 

and finds that: ‘The historical record suggests that disenchantment… provokes resistance in 

the same shape of enchantment and (re)enchantment’.137 In other words, the process of 

secularisation has bred a new form of religious exploration, which has been termed by some 

as the post-secular turn. Indeed, Giuseppe Giordan and Enzo Pace agree that secularisation 

has produced ‘some unintended and ambivalent affects in the specifically religious field’, 

namely a new vocabulary of religious experience.138 Joss Whedon’s BtVS and Angel can be 

seen as engaging in this reaction to secularisation’s ‘disenchantment’. By adopting a 

metaphysical language, particularly via the term ‘soul’, Whedon taps into one of the major 

trends of the post-secular age, having his characters seek out a non-doctrinal, spiritual path, 

based upon a personal search for meaning. These shows embrace the contention that the 

fantasy mode provides a space in which religious issues can be absorbed and recast in other 

forms, able to reflect sociological currents and feelings towards spirituality and belief.139 The 

soul within BtVS and Angel is not necessarily attached to any one religious or philosophical 

form, but it does operate within the series as a spiritual identity, unique to each person and is 

recognised as such by the audience. Indeed, the enduring popularity of Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer and Angel further demonstrates that our culture continues to engage with religious 

                                                           
135 Habermas (1992), 147. 
136 Ibid, 51. 
137 Richard Jenkins, ‘Disenchantment, Enchantment, and Reenchantment: Max Weber at the Millennium’. Max 
Weber Studies 1 (2000), 29. 
138 Giordan and Pace (2012), 5. 
139 C.S. Lewis, ‘Sometimes Fairy Tales May Say Best What’s to Be Said’, In Essay Collection and Other Short 
Pieces, ed. Lesley Walmsley (London: HarperCollins, 2000), 526-28. 
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ideas, rendering a strict secularisation theory, as Peter Berger writes, ‘essentially mistaken’, 

or, at the very least, unsubstantiated in our cultural imagination.140 

 

 

                                                           
140 Berger (1999), 2. 
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The Mythic Soul of the Vegetarian Vampire in Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight. 

 

The fact that the vampire, unlike Frankenstein’s creature, has a folkloric existence outside popular fiction has 
helped earn it its special status as the unreal real. 

William Patrick Day, Vampire Legends in Contemporary American Culture (2002), 12. 

 

If you believed as he did. Could you take away his soul? 

Stephenie Meyer, New Moon (2005), 34. 

 

In order to examine the character of the ‘post-secular vampire’, and post-secularism as it 

unfolds in popular culture more generally, it is instructive to consider Stephenie Meyer’s 

immensely popular Twilight saga, and the ‘soulful’ vampire it introduces in the form of 

Edward Cullen. As we have seen, in ‘post-Rice’ vampire narratives a certain conception of 

the soul has been employed to transform the vampire from a monstrous demon into an 

ethical, even theological being, and one now typically elevated to the position of protagonist 

and love interest. Edward epitomises this new vampire through a performance of soulfulness 

and the utilisation of what I have called ‘soul language’ in his dialogue. In this chapter, I 

would like to consider both the concept of the soul and the figure of the vampire as two 

readable ‘mythemes’. The term was coined by the structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi-

Strauss as a way of designating the smallest possible unit of mythic meaning.1 The term is 

helpful in trying to explain the metaphysical transformation of the vampire in the post-

secular epoch, and how this process is epitomised in the way that Twilight (and other 

contemporary supernatural texts) promote a popular spirituality through their vampires that 

is typical of post-secularism.  

Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight Saga encompasses four novels—Twilight (2005), New Moon 

(2006), Eclipse (2007), and Breaking Dawn (2008). Since the release of the first Twilight 

novel in 2005, the series has gained immense commercial success around the world and the 

complete franchise has grossed over US$6.1 billion worldwide.2 The four-book collection 

has sold over one-hundred million copies, has been translated into several languages, and 

adapted into five feature films (2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012). By sheer popularity alone, 

                                                           
1 Claude Lèvi-Strauss ‘The Structural Study of Myth’, Journal of American Folklore 68, no.270 (1955), 428–
444. 
2 ‘Total Twilight Franchise Sales / Revenue’, Statistic Brain Research Institute (12 Aug 2015). Accessed 3 Jan 
2016, http://www.statisticbrain.com/total-Twilight-franchise-sales-revenue/.  
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Twilight can be considered as the focal vampire narrative of the twenty-first century and has, 

irrefutably, become a cultural touchstone. In this thesis I predominantly consider the 

vampire genre through the lens of television dramas, yet, the serial nature of the Twilight 

Saga exhibits a similar structure to that of television, in as much as the narrative is told over 

the course of the series rather than in an individual film or novel. Within this discussion of 

Twilight, I have found it useful to refer to both the novels and their filmic adaptations. While 

I do not wish to conflate the two mediums, they each offer vital evidence for identifying the 

language of the soul and post-secular attitudes within the series. For instance, the novels 

directly reference the term soul which is found in Bella’s internal monologue, whereas, the 

filmic version as a visual medium can imply such themes through for instance knowing 

looks and gestures, yet due to editorial choices such dialogue is left out of the films script. 

Certainly, the descriptive practises of Meyer regarding the ‘look’ are more poignant than in 

the films. An analysis of both the literary and filmic versions of The Twilight Saga offer 

varying insights into the same story and consequently the themes of this thesis.  

Twilight introduces seventeen-year-old Isabella ‘Bella’ Swan, who moves from Phoenix, 

Arizona to Forks, Washington where she meets and falls in love with a vampire, Edward 

Cullen. The town of Forks is home to three communities—human, werewolf, and vampire, 

and the series focuses upon the central romantic relationship between Bella and Edward, as 

well as Bella’s friendship with a werewolf named Jacob Black. The saga traverse’s different 

scenarios in which Bella finds herself endangered by the fundamental problem of being a 

human entwined in a world of powerful supernatural agencies. Over the course of the four 

novels (five films) Bella and Edward work towards the ideal of everlasting love, which 

culminates in the transformation of Bella into a vampire and the establishment of their own 

immortal family.  

Twilight’s popularity has been mirrored in academic interest and has inspired much 

commentary in the media, who address the significance of the Twilight phenomenon. On one 

hand, some have considered the show’s popularity as inconsequential, merely a passing fad 

amongst a predominantly teenage female audience.3 On the other hand, the series has been 

critiqued as well as praised for its treatment of gender, sexuality, class, and race.4 The 

audience reception has been similarly polarised. As Carol Donelan writes:  

                                                           
3 Eric Diaz, ‘Did Twilight Permanently Put a Stake in the Vampire Movie Genre?’ (10 Feb 2014). Accessed 5 Jan 
2016, https://www.nerdist.com/2014/02/did-Twilight-permanently-put-a-stake-in-the-vampire-movie-genre/.  
4 The whiteness of Edward’s skin also highlights his race in the novels. Scholars have analysed the novels from 
this perspective, noting the intersection of race and social class. For further reading on this discussion, see: 
Natalie Wilson, ‘Civilized Vampires Versus Savage Werewolves: Race and Ethnicity in the Twilight Series’, in 
Bitten by Twilight: Youth Culture, Media and the Vampire Franchise, eds. Melissa A. Click, Jennifer Stevens 
Aubrey, and Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 55–70; Georgina Ledvinka, ‘Vampires 
and werewolves: Rewriting Religious and Racial Stereotyping in Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight Series’, 
International Research in Children’s Literature 5, no.2 (2005): 195-211. Additionally, see: Natalie Wilson’s 
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Mention the Twilight films to almost anyone other than diehard fans—known as 
“Twihards”—and the reaction is invariably negative. One of the biggest 
moneymaking film franchises of all time… is also one of the most disparaged 
franchises of all time. Twilight “anti-fans” actively mock the films, positioning 
themselves as superior to “Twitards”.5  

In this divergent reception, it is, however, the theme of sexual abstinence in the narrative 

that has attracted the majority of critical attention. In this regard, scholars have investigated 

the relationship that Twilight’s avowed abstinence has to feminism and post-feminism. 

Additionally, stress has also been laid on the fact that Meyer is a member of the Mormon 

faith and the influence this has had on her heroine’s abstinence in the fiction. 

The most pervasive reading of Twilight plots the romance narrative (Edward and Bella’s 

love affair) against the novel’s particular vampire mythology and find it ‘ideologically 

backward’.6 These readings single out Bella’s agonised virginity and Edward’s tortured 

abstinence as representative of the sexual problem, positioning Twilight as a post-feminist 

problem text. They note the passivity of Bella in her romantic relationship with Edward and 

interpret this as reinforcing orthodox gender roles as well as revealing gender violence 

norms in society and popular culture.7 Indeed, for Anne Morey, Bella is ‘a retrograde figure 

valorising women’s sexual subordination to the male’.8 Bella’s stance toward Edward has 

also been read as masochistic, while Edward is exposed as controlling and domineering.9 

The relationship thus illustrates female submission in a male-dominated world.10 Anthea 

Taylor is typical of this view, and asks: 

                                                           
anthology Seduced by Twilight: The Allure and Contradictory Messages of the Popular Saga (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland & Company, 2011). 
5 Carol Donelan, ‘Vampires Suck! Twihards Rule!!! Myth and Meaning in The Twilight Saga Franchise’, 
Quarterly Review of Film and Video 32, no.3 (2015), 240.  
6 Florian Grandena, ‘Heading toward the past: The Twilight vampire figure as surveillance metaphor’, in Monster 
Culture in the 21st Century: A Reader, eds. M. Levina and D. Bui (London & New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 
36. 
7 See: Alison Harpel and Jennifer Esposito, ‘Vampires, Vixens and Feminists: An analysis of Twilight’, 
Educational Studies 46 (2010), 529-31; Meenakshi Gigi Durham, ‘Blood, Lust, and Love: Interrogating Gender 
Violence in the Twilight Phenomenon’, Journal of Children and Media 6, no.3 (2012), 281-299; Jessica Taylor, 
‘Romance and the Female Gaze Obscuring Gendered Violence in The Twilight Saga’, Feminist Media Studies 
14, no.3 (2014), 388-402; Renae Franiuk and Samantha Scherr, ‘“The Lion Fell in Love with the Lamb”: Gender, 
Violence, and Vampires’, Feminist Media Studies 13, no.1 (2013), 14-28; Christine Jarvis, ‘The Twilight of 
Feminism? Stephenie Meyer’s Saga and the Contradictions of Contemporary Girlhood’. Children’s Literature in 
Education 45 (2014), 101-115. 
8 Anne Morey, ‘“Famine for Food, Expectation for Content”: Jane Eyre as Intertext for The Twilight Saga’, in 
Genre, Reception, and Adaptation in the Twilight Series, ed. Anne Morey (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2012), 
17. Further, Rebecca Housel argues that Edward’s lavish gifts are a form of economic abuse that manipulates 
Bella’s sense of obligation. Rebecca Housel, ‘The “Real” Danger: Fact vs. Fiction for the Girl Audience, Twilight 
and Philosophy: Vampires, Vegetarians, and the Pursuit of Immortality, eds. R. Housel and J. J. Wisnewski 
(Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, 2009), 177-192. 
9 For an analysis of sadomasochistic themes in the novels, see: Frann Michel, ‘How to bring your kids up 
sadomasochist: Intimate-partner violence and the Twilight phenomenon’, Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society 16, 
no.4 (2011), 431-439. 
10 Anthea Taylor reads violence and masochism in the narrative, which ultimately renders Bella subordinate to 
Edward. She writes: ‘The physical dangers and erotised pain characterising [Bella’s] relationship with Edward; in 
her acquiescence to his protectionism; in the way her identity comes to be defined solely through her interactions 
with him; and in her desire for death, to literalise the idea that they will be together “forever”. Bella’s masochistic 
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Why might consumers of popular fiction, and teenage girls in particular, “need” a 
masculine vampiric figure parasitically feeding on a heroine whose anxieties, 
insecurities and self-doubt immobilize her to such an extent that the only (culturally 
sanctioned) choices she is able to make include marriage, motherhood and a 
masochistic relationship whose end point is (un)death?11 

 Particularly, Bella’s ultimate transformation from human into vampire has been read as 

symbolic of the sacrifices made by women to obtain the love of men.12 Therefore, Twilight, 

as Lauren Rocha argues, becomes a backlash against feminism, by ‘symbolically 

disempowering women’.13  

In contrast to this view, some critics read Bella as challenging notions of female sexuality 

and praise Twilight’s central romantic relationship as a secure space for young women to 

explore their sexuality.14 Again, the theme of abstinence has a paradoxical role here. As Lev 

Grossman writes, ‘what makes Meyer’s books so distinctive is that they are about the erotics 

of abstinence’.15 For instance, Christine Seifert argues that ‘the Twilight series has created a 

surprisingly new sub-genre of teen romance: it is abstinence porn, sensational, erotic, and 

titillating’.16 Likewise, Jennie Yabroff explains the attraction of the abstinent vampire for 

young women: ‘It’s not the vampire’s passion that is sexy’, she writes, ‘but its self-

control’.17 In the novels, there is a direct linkage between Bella abstaining from sex, and 

Edward abstaining from drinking human blood, particularly Bella’s. Their ‘self-control’ 

facilitates for a secure space between desire and the sexual act for the predominantly young 

female audience. For Fleur Diamond, Twilight’s ‘erotics of abstinence’ constitutes a space 

for Bella to actively seek ‘a frank ownership of desire and sexual agency that is 

conventionally reserved for men’.18 Supporting this point, Carrie Anne Platt considers the 

series as ‘progressive in the way it recognises female sexuality’.19 Bella is overt about her 

sexual desire for Edward, to the extent of bargaining (marriage) with him for sexual favours, 

                                                           
desires and dependence on Edward for her physical and psychic stability help to ensure her subordination’. 
Anthea Taylor, ‘“The urge towards love is an urge towards (un)death”: Romance, masochistic desire and post-
feminism in the Twilight novels,’ International Journal of Cultural Studies 15, no.1 (Jan 2012), 33. 
11 Ibid, 35. 
12 Danielle N. Borgia, ‘Twilight: The Glamorization of Abuse Codependancy, and White Privilege’, The Journal 
of Popular Culture 4, no.1 (2014), 161. 
13 Lauren Rocha, ‘Wife, Mother, Vampire: The Female Role in the Twilight Series’, Journal of International 
Women’s Studies 15, no.2 (2014), 268. 
14 Sarah K. Day, ‘Pure Passion: The Twilight Saga, “Abstinence Porn” and Adolescent Women’s Fan Fiction’, 
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 39, no.1 (Spring 2014), 28-48. 
15 Lev Grossman, ‘Stephenie Meyer: A New J.K. Rowling?’ Time (24 Apr 2008). Accessed 29 Jan 2016, 
www.content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1734838,00.html. 
16 Christine Seifert, ‘Bite Me (or Don’t)’, Bitch Media 42 (2009), 23. 
17 Jennie Yabroff, ‘A Bit Long in the Tooth’, Newsweek (5 Dec 2008). Accessed 22 Jan 2016, 
www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2008/12/05/a-bit-long-in-the-tooth.html. 
18 Fleur Diamond, ‘Beauty and the Beautiful Beast: Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight Saga and the Quest for a 
Transgressive Female Desire’, Australian Feminist Studies 26, no.67 (2011), 42. 
19 Carrie Anne Platt, ‘Cullen Family Values: Gender and Sexual Politics in the Twilight Series’, in Bitten by 
Twilight: Youth Culture, Media and the Vampire Franchise, eds. M. A. Click, J. S. Aubrey, and E. Behm-
Morawitz (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2010), 80. 
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and thus, runs the argument, foregrounding female sexuality and sexual choice in the 

novels.20  

Alternatively, many have pointed to Edward and Bella’s conservative relationship — no pre-

marital sex, no abortion, no swearing, no smoking, no drinking — as exemplifying the 

‘idiosyncrasy’ of the author’s religious practise. Indeed, critics have identified a variety of 

ways in which the series reflects the theology and cultural practices of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints.21 It has been suggested that the strict employment of 

heterosexual coupling in the series, as well as Bella’s inferior status to Edward, and the 

adherence to pre-marital abstinence can be attributed to Meyer’s Mormonism.22 For instance, 

in a personal response essay to Twilight, Tammy Deitz notes, ‘Twilight positively glows (or 

dare I say, sparkles) with Mormonism’s least appealing aspect: the subtle but powerful 

message its worshippers receive that men are superior and women are subordinate’.23 Other 

critics, however, including Margaret Toscano, argue that Meyer, in fact, interrogates the 

Mormon faith’s teachings through Twilight:  

Meyer is subtly subversive of her church’s teachings… Meyers’ novels reflect the 
current tension in Mormonism that springs, in part, from the conflict between 19th 
century Mormon culture with its emphasis on heterodox theology and 21st century 
Mormon culture with its struggle to conform to conservative American politics and 
orthodox Christian values.24  

                                                           
20 For instance, Kristine Moruzi reads Bella’s choice to remain pregnant, in spite of external pressures, as 
indicative of female choice and post-feminist agency in Twilight: Breaking Dawn, see: Kristine Moruzi, ‘Post-
feminist Fantasies: Sexuality and Femininity in Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight Series’, in Genre, Reception, and 
Adaptation in the Twilight Series, ed. Anne Morey (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2012), 47-65. 
21 For instance, journalists Dan Glaister and Sarah Falconer note Meyer’s open acknowledgement of her LDS 
beliefs in ‘Mormon who put new life into vampires’, Guardian (20 Jul 2008). Accessed 5 Jul 2016, http:// 
www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/jul/20/news.booksforchildrenandteenagers. See also: Edwin B. Arnaudin, 
‘Mormon Vampires: The Twilight Saga and Religious Literacy’. MA (Master of Arts) Thesis (University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, Apr 2008). Accessed 17 Apr 2016, http://www.ils.unc.edu/NSpapers/3348.pdf; Lisa 
Lampert-Weissig ‘Mormon Female Gothic: Blood, Birth, and The Twilight Saga’, Journal of Dracula Studies 13 
(2011), 55-81; Lampert-Weissig ‘A Latter Day Eve: Reading Twilight through Paradise Lost’, Journal of 
Religion and Popular Culture 23, no.3 (2011), 330-341; Jan Riess, ‘Book of Mormon Stories that Steph Meyer 
Tells to Me: LDS Themes in The Twilight Saga and The Host,’ BYU Studies 48, no.3 (2009), 141–47; Sarah 
Schwartzman, ‘Is Twilight Mormon?’ in The Twilight Mystique: Critical Essays on the Novels and Films, eds. 
Amy M. Clarke and Marijane Osborn (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2010), 121–36; Travis Sutton and Harry M. 
Benshoff ‘“Forever Family” Values: Twilight and the Modern Mormon Vampire’, Horror after 9/11: World of 
Fear, Cinema of Terror (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2014), 200-219; Margaret M. Toscano, 
‘Mormon Morality and Immortality in Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight Series’, in Bitten by Twilight: Youth Culture, 
Media, and the Vampire Franchise, eds. Melissa A. Click, Jennifer Stevens Aubrey, and Elizabeth Behm-
Morawitz (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 21–36.  
22 Kathryn Kane, ‘A Very Queer Refusal: The Chilling Effect of the Cullens’ Heteronormative Embrace’, in 
Bitten by Twilight: Youth Culture, Media and the Vampire Franchise, eds. Melissa A. Click, Jennifer Stevens 
Aubrey, and Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 103-118; Joyce Ann Mercer, ‘Vampires, 
Desire, Girls and God: Twilight and the Spiritualties of Adolescent Girls’, Pastoral Psychol 60 (2011), 263-278. 
23 Tammy Dietz, ‘Wake Up, Bella! A Personal Essay on Twilight, Mormonism, Feminism, and Happiness’, 
Bringing Light to Twilight: Perspectives on a Pop Culture Phenomenon, ed. G.L. Anatol (US: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011), 100. Dietz is not alone in noting moral and religious themes within Twilight. As Georgina 
Ledvinka writes: ‘It is no longer ground-breaking to assert that Stephenie Meyer’s religious beliefs are reflected 
in her Twilight series’. (2012), 195. 
24 Toscano (2010), 21. 
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Certainly, the possible readings of ‘Meyer’s covert Mormon agenda’ whether to promote or 

disgrace the Mormon faith, have been well examined.25 Regardless of these doctrinal 

tensions, Twilight’s success has not been confined to religious readers nor has the alleged 

religious agenda prevented its vast popularity. Moreover, it can be somewhat reductive to 

ascribe the interest in theology in the novels to the author’s own religious background. Just 

as the avowed abstinence of the series does not prevent it from entering post-feminist 

debates about gender and sexuality, the shadow of Meyer’s Mormonism does not stop the 

book from exploring broader theological debates that typify the post-secular era.  

Several works, including Heath’s The Gospel According to Twilight: Women, Sex and God, 

have observed the theological concepts that pervade Twilight, and have developed 

metaphysical accounts of the text. Kurt Brunner in The Twilight Phenomenon and Dave 

Roberts in The Twilight Gospel also examine theological concepts such as salvation, 

perdition, and resurrection that are explored in the Twilight series. Similarly, Sandra Gravett, 

a Hebrew Bible Scholar, considers how the Twilight narrative reflects spiritual concerns 

within contemporary culture about ‘faith’ and ‘redemption’.26 Following the ‘mediatization’ 

theory outlined by Stig Hjarvard, Line Nybro Petersen discusses how Danish teenagers 

identify religious concepts in Twilight that are transformed and disconnected from 

institutionalised, homogenous religious worldviews.27 Likewise, Jacqueline Swaidan 

suggests that Twilight draws on traditional religious imagery to subconsciously encourage 

viewers to ‘venerate’ the story. 28  

Such studies concerning the place of religion and spirituality in Twilight offer a broader 

dialogue about the position of religion in society more generally. As Conrad Ostwalt writes: 

‘Numerous exceptional, sometimes ground-breaking, films have been released that engage 

our culture about religious themes and ultimate questions, sometimes with humour and light-

hearted entertainment, and sometimes with provocative cultural goading’.29 As Twilight 

operates ‘somewhere between parable and fairy-tale where realism is doused with the 

fantastic’, the characters can discuss existential predicaments and theological conundrums, 

or ‘what if?’ questions, without emerging as ‘pretentious’.30 Indeed, this is part of the appeal 

of the genre, as Lynn Schofield Clark posits: 

                                                           
25 Diamond (2011), 46. 
26 Sandra Gravett, From Twilight to Breaking Dawn: Religious Themes in The Twilight Saga (St Louis: Chalice 
Press, 2010); Sandra Gravett, ‘Destiny vs. Free Will in Twilight’, Christian Today (16 Nov 2011). Accessed 29 
Jan 2016, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2011/novemberweb-only/willTwilight.html.  
27 Line Nybro Petersen, ‘Danish Twilight Fandom. Transformative Processes of Religion’, in Mediatization and 
Religion: Nordic Perspectives, eds. Stig Hjarvard and Mia Lövheim (Gothenburg: Nordicom, 2012), 163-182. 
28 Jacqueline Swaidan, ‘Religious Iconography in Twilight: Veneration and Fandom’, LUX: A Journal of 
Transdisciplinary Writing and Research 3, no.1 (2013).  
29 Ostwalt (2013), 40. 
30 Anker (2009), 341; Kazan (1998). 
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Fantastic stories of the supernatural from the entertainment media are often 
concerned with the question, “What if these things are true?” The way these genres 
raise this “what if?” question combines the central questions of many world 
religions with what some might call “superstition.” What if there are good and evil 
forces beyond the control of individual humans (such as angels, demons, ghosts, or 
even aliens)? What if beings from the realm beyond can provide assistance to those 
on earth (such as God, angels, saints, or ghosts of the deceased)? What if humans 
can harness that power from the realm beyond (through prayer, meditation, séances, 
telepathy or contact with aliens)? This is part of the appeal shared by early twenty-
first century popular television, films, and video games… Each addresses the 
mysteries of the realm beyond and presents a myth that, although fictional, draws 
upon these important questions in intriguing ways.31 

Thus, contemporary film and television, particularly within the supernatural genre (i.e. 

Twilight), can engage with provocative theological discussions typical of the post-secular 

cultural products. By adopting a reenchanted discourse that functions somewhere between 

the secular and religious, Twilight exemplifies the ‘mediatization’ of religion, where 

religious language ‘has become more oriented towards entertainment and the consumer’ than 

representing a specific religious doctrine.32 As Schofield Clark continues, whilst, ‘[t]he 

“what if” spirituality of popular media both echoes and transcends the more “official” 

accounts of how the world works… we also see at work here the postmodern sense that the 

metanarratives of both science and religion should be questioned’, or at least the boundaries 

between them blurred.33 Likewise, Twilight presents a myth that draws upon such post-

secular questions. 

Another facet of the supernatural genre that Schofield Clark argues facilitates such 

theological representations is the espousal of ‘myth’ as truth. Such gestures of ‘truth’ are 

found within the construction of Twilight’s particular cosmology. Innate within such 

supernatural stories, is the presentation of myth as both ‘real’ and ‘unreal’, ‘non-fiction’ and 

‘fiction’, including the ontological construction of characters and the broader metaphysical 

implications of that universe. Of course, Schofield Clark argues, ‘in most cases religion, and 

even the “what if?” invoked in the popular media are not the “point” of the story; they are 

part of the backdrop that helps to construct the story’s myth’.34 Likewise, the religiosity of 

the Twilight series is the backdrop to comprehending the reformed status of the ensouled 

vampire. However, as Elaine Heath writes: ‘Twilight is steeped in the spiritual quest and 

uncertainties of an entire generation’, and ‘we make a great mistake if we think that the 

                                                           
31 Lynn Schofield Clark, ‘Religion, Twice Removed: Exploring the Role of Media in Religious Understandings 
Among “Secular” Young People’. In Everyday Religion: Observing Modern Religious Lives, ed. Nancy T. 
Ammerman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 73. Emphasis added. 
32 Hjarvard (2008), 13. 
33 Schofield Clark (2007), 73-74. 
34 Ibid, 74. 
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theology of the series does not matter’.35 In this sense, because Twilight reimagines its 

vampires as spiritual and contemplative beings, the narrative belongs to the essentially post-

secular tradition, where such theological concepts as the soul (as well as others) can be 

perceived within the ‘what if’ premises and myth formed outside the restrictions of realism. 

Indeed, understanding Twilight’s ability, as a piece of popular culture, to do theological 

work sheds sociological light on the emergence of the post-secular narrative, and the 

particular role of the rehabilitated (ensouled) vampire in the post-secular imaginary. This 

task involves the assumption that both vampire and soul (as an example of individualised 

theological dialogue) are concepts, identifiable ‘myths’ that audiences are able to 

comprehend and engage with. Yet vampires are, of course, not a subject that anyone is 

taught about. Even ideas of the soul, which might find their way into a religious upbringing, 

are today often absorbed more fully and thoroughly by exposure to the domain of popular 

culture. To help explain the function of such concepts employed in popular culture, we 

might have recourse to the work that Claude Lévi-Strauss did on myth in ‘The Structural 

Study of Myth’ (1953). Here I am following the work of Carol Donelan, who in her article 

‘Myth and Meaning in The Twilight Saga Franchise’ analyses Twilight in mythic terms.36  

Vampire and Soul Mythemes 
Lévi-Strauss began with the structuralist assumption that we might approach myth as a 

system of signs and that we apprehend myth in the same way that we ‘recognize and 

interpret linguistic signs’.37 To pursue this argument, he sought to identify, within the 

narrative structure, the minimal unit that could bear mythic meaning, a ‘gross constituent 

unit’ that would be sought ‘on the sentence level’.38 Then, as the story unfolds, these units 

would be ‘bundled’ into groups of ‘relations’, corresponding themes and features that would 

operate in conjunction with each other to generate myth.39 Lévi-Strauss calls these bundles 

of units ‘mythemes’ and argues that as these become more pronounced, the reader is 

                                                           
35 Elaine Heath, ‘Golden Eyes and Granite Flesh: The Meaning of Salvation’, The Gospel According to Twilight: 
Women, Sex and God (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 79. 
36 Carol Donelan observes how The Twilight Saga comprises various ‘implicit meanings of myth’ and utilises 
Levi-Strauss’ mytheme theory (as elaborated by Moddelmog) to propose that the series invokes myth in order to 
facilitate ‘a Christian commentary on sexual abstinence, on what it means to be a “good girl”’. Donelan (2015), 
247. 
37 Debra A. Moddelmog, Readers and Mythic Signs: The Oedipus Myth in Twentieth-century Fiction 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1993), 6, E-Book. Lévi-Strauss argues that although myth 
cannot be studied apart from language, it also transcends Saussurean distinctions of ‘langue’ (language structure) 
and ‘parole’ (actual speech), because myth exists beyond time. See: Claude Lévi-Strauss (1955), 430, para. 2.3. 
38 Claude Lévi-Strauss (1955), 431, para. 3.0-3.1. This included other linguistic ‘constituent’ units such as 
‘phoneme’, ‘morpheme’, and what he calls ‘semanteme’, these would be compounded to make a ‘gross 
constituent unit’. 
39Claude Lévi-Strauss (1955), 431, para. 3.0-3.1. 
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positioned to comprehend the underlying sociological and psychological aspects of the 

story.40  

In this instance, the conjunction of the soul with the figure of the vampire might be 

understood as the combination of two mythemes within a broader ‘mythos’. Moreover, 

following Lévi-Strauss we might observe that the handling of the soul and the vampire in a 

text like Twilight is partly inscribed through the text, but is also found in the audience’s 

assumptive reading of such concepts. Elaborating upon the work of mythemes, Debra A. 

Moddelmog in Readers and Mythic Signs proposes: 

If myth functions like a language inside the bounds of fiction, a language highly 
charged with meaning and ambiguity, then readers who attend to it are not 
translators or simple reactors. Rather, they are participants in a dialogue— a 
dialogue involving numerous texts… To anticipate the central role of the reader, we 
need recall only that signs do not automatically mean, but rather they ask that 
meaning be found for them. As Umberto Eco observes, ‘The understanding of signs 
is not a mere matter of recognition (of a stable equivalence); it is a matter of 
interpretation’.41 

This emphasis on the reader’s interpretation of the text aligns Moddelmog with ‘reader-

centred critics who maintain that the literary work is situated somewhere between the 

author’s text and the reader’s realization of that text’.42 Moddelmog suggests that readers are 

made aware of and respond to the presence of myth in literature in three ways. One, the 

‘mythic signal’, wherein the text (or author) alludes to a myth by name in titles, epigraphs, 

quotations or character name.43 The ‘explicit mytheme’, wherein a character or narrator 

alludes to an action or episode from a myth, thereby guiding our interpretation.44 The 

‘implicit mytheme’, wherein the weighting or sheer repetition of themes reminds us of a 

myth that is not itself explicitly named in the text.45  

I intend to adopt this process of interrogating mythemes in order to examine how the 

utilisation of the term soul, an aspect that remains mythically implicit in the vampire figure, 

has been theatricalised and reinscribed upon the vampire in new ways. An examination of 

the way in which the soul mytheme (as operating within the vampire sub-genre) has 

transformed from the tale of Count Dracula to Edward Cullen will reveal a corresponding 

                                                           
40 Mytheme is a term, John Leavitt writes, ‘evidently coined to parallel the linguistic terms phoneme, the minimal 
distinctive sound-unit of a language, and morpheme, the minimal unit (of written language) bearing meaning’. 
John Leavitt, ‘Mytheme and Motif: Lévi-Strauss and Wagner’, Intersections 30, no.1 (2010), 109. Claude Lévi-
Strauss (1955), 443, para. 7.3.1. 
41 Moddelmog (1993), 15-16. 
42 Ibid, 16. 
43 Ibid, 17. 
44 Ibid, 19. 
45 Ibid, 34. 
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collection of new vampire mythemes, demonstrative of the mythic transformation of the 

vampire from profane to post-secular.  

Nonetheless, the mythemes of the folkloric and pre-Rice literacy vampire haunt the creation 

of the post-Rice vampire, and vampires such as Edward cannot help but be constructed in 

relation to their predecessors. Namely these mythemes include the assumption of 

soullessness, the drinking of blood to satiate the dual impulses of survival and libidinal 

desire, the fixation on the vampire’s physical appearance, and its destruction by 

metaphysical means. Indeed, the salvaging (and later repurposing) of these various vampire 

mythemes is demonstrably allegorised in the film adaptation of the novel. As Donelan notes, 

the brutal death of a family friend, Waylon Forge, triggers a series of associations in Bella’s 

mind about her encounters with Edward, which is depicted in the form of a flashback 

montage:  

Outside of the police station, as Waylon’s body is wheeled by her [Bella] on a 
gurney, she catches a glimpse of his cold bare feet (dead or undead mytheme) and 
suddenly visualises in her mind’s eye a montage of previous images expressing 
Edward’s predator difference: a close-up of Edward’s black-eye (disguising his 
recessive ‘predator’ genes), Edward in the school cafeteria in long shot, playing with 
rather than eating his food (predator eating disorder theme), and a close-up of his 
cold hand (dead or undead mytheme). At home that night, perusing a book she 
purchased in Port Angeles, Bella finds a reference to the ‘cold one’. Googling it, she 
is introduced to words and images expressing ‘undead’, ‘speed’, ‘strength’, ‘cold-
skinned’, ‘immortal’, ‘drank-blood’, and finally ‘vampire’ … as Bella pieces 
together the mythemes associated with Edward’s mysterious difference, viewers are 
invited to engage in the same process of interpretation.46 

The generic conventions of the vampire myth that are played out in the above sequence— 

predatory instincts, cold-skin, supernatural strength—are amongst the generic mythemes that 

are used to mark the commonalities between the old and new (ensouled) vampires.47  

In the same way that Bella and the audience piece together the vampire mythemes, in the 

above example, so too there is a subtle piecing together of soul mythemes. This includes, but 

is not limited to, the themes of immortality, divinity, redemption, conscience, and 

honourable love. Initially, these soul mythemes are most obviously found in Twilight’s 

departure from traditional vampire mythemes. Twilight acknowledges the European 

vampire’s values, as captured in the classic nineteenth-century texts of The Vampyre (1819), 

Varney the Vampire (1845-47), Carmilla (1872), and Dracula (1897). In doing this Meyer 

offers continuity between these nineteenth-century renderings of the vampire and the post-

Rice vampire. For instance, the Twilight vampires authenticate some traditional mythemes, 

                                                           
46 Donelan (2015), 240-241. 
47 For an analysis of the defining differences between the ‘new’ and ‘old’ vampires, see: Zanger (1997). 
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they are immortal, and possess superhuman strength and abilities, they are pale and 

statuesque in appearance, they require blood for sustenance, and craving for human blood is 

a primary desire. The incorporation of such characteristics demonstrates the direct lineage 

between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ vampire figure, pivoting on the publication of Anne Rice’s 

‘new’ vampire.  

However, other established conventions, such as sleeping in a coffin with native earth, living 

in dark castles surrounded by a moat, and not being able to come out in the sunlight, are 

considered as fable. Such mythemes are dismissed pejoratively in order to establish the 

saga’s own mythic influence upon the vampire narrative as well as to ‘humanise’ or 

‘domesticate’ the vampire.48 This is expressed in the conversation between Bella and 

Edward in the novel Twilight (2005):  

‘Don’t laugh — but how can you come out during the daytime?’  
He laughed anyway. ‘Myth’.  
‘Burned by the sun?’  
‘Myth’.  
‘Sleeping in coffins?’  
‘Myth’. He hesitated for a moment, and a peculiar tone entered his voice. ‘I can’t 
sleep’.49 

Indeed, we find in Twilight, in both the novel and filmic adaptation, that such outmoded 

traits have been rejected as ‘myth’ and replaced with far more pleasing qualities. For 

instance, Edward lives in a spectacular modern woodland home filled with natural light with 

floor to ceiling windows, and rather than burning in sunlight, he sparkles.50 The rejection of 

the more frightening vampiric traits whilst accepting the more appealing ones, like 

immortality, is seen in most post-Rice vampire texts. 

Moreover, by at once acknowledging folkloric and traditional tropes of the vampire, and 

casting them as ‘myth’, Twilight, writes Carolyn Harford, ‘is positioned as a true story 

within the context of all this previous fiction’.51 This is also understood in a typically 

postmodern self-referential scene in The Vampire Diaries (TVD), in which the vampire 

                                                           
48 This transformation has been classified as a ‘humanization’. See: Elizabeth Catalán- Morseby, Vampires in The 
Twilight Saga: The Reinvention and Humanization of the Vampire Myth, Sweden, Linnaeus University (2010); 
Marika Sjöqvist, ‘The Vampire as both a Segregated and Integrated Other: Discussing Humanisation of the 
Vampire in Twilight contrasting Dracula’. PhD Dissertation (Gothenburg University, Sweden, 2010). It has also 
been classified as a domestication of the vampire See: Pramod Nayar, ‘How to Domesticate a Vampire: Gender, 
Blood Relations, and Sexuality in Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight’, Nebula 7, no.3 (2010). 
49 Stephenie Meyer, Twilight (London, Little, Brown and Co., 2005), 161-162. 
50 Edward notes Bella’s surprise in regard to their home, ‘No coffins, no piled skulls in the corners’, Meyer 
(2005), 280-281. 
51 Carolyn Harford, ‘Domesticating the monstrous in a globalising world’, in Monster Culture in the 21st 
Century: A Reader, eds. M. Levina and D. Bui (London & New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 309. 
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Damon is reading Twilight, inspiring a conversation between him and Caroline (a human) 

about the mythic nature of the vampire: 

DAMON: What’s so special about this Bella girl, Edward is so whipped… Oh, I 
miss Anne Rice, she was so on it. 
CAROLINE: How come you don’t sparkle? 
DAMON: Because I live in the real world where vampires burn in the sun. 
CAROLINE: Yeah, but you go in the sun? 
DAMON: I have a ring, protects me, long story… This book by the way has it all 
wrong.52 

In this way, TVD, like Twilight, also attempts to position itself as a ‘true story’ by comparing 

its particular vampire mythos against that of earlier vampire constructs. Thus, the post-Rice 

vampires have become understood by their textual lineage, as well as through their own 

rebranding of mythic language. These vampire narratives dismiss certain accounts whilst 

also re-sacralising other lore, in effect presenting its own supernatural paradigm as authentic. 

Consequently, some vampire ‘gifts’ and vulnerabilities endure, although are typically 

rebranded, whilst others are newly created.53 By using certain traits in the pejorative, the text 

invites the audience to piece together vampire mythemes from inside and outside the 

narratives own framework, whilst asserting the legitimacy of its modified vampire. 

The Ontologically Damned Vampire 
The foremost mytheme of vampire lore that is relegated to parody in the post-Rice vampire 

narrative is the potency of religious articles. An innovation epitomised by Lestat’s defiance 

against the connection between the vampire and the Devil.54 Moreover, these vampires also 

demonstrate a casual de-sacralisation of such lore. For instance, in the second instalment of 

the saga, New Moon, the vampire Alice reveals that the myths surrounding the influence of 

religious articles upon vampires, was, in fact, established by influential vampires who 

operated subversively within the Christian Church.55 This tale exaggerates the outmoded 

place of institutionalised religion within the vampire narrative and post-secular culture more 

generally.  

Indeed, by delegitimising institutionalised religious frameworks the Twilight vampire 

becomes unencumbered by such religious stigma in its new form. Indeed, with the rejection 

                                                           
52 ‘Family Ties’, 1.04, The Vampire Diaries (USA: The CW Network, 1 Oct 2009). 
53 Within these texts new terminologies are formed to describe their powers and vulnerabilities, as well as to 
denote positions within the hierarchy. For instance, in The Prince Lestat, Rice provides the reader with an 
anthology of all the terms used in her The Vampire Chronicles, including ‘Fire gift’, ‘fledgling’ and so on.  
54 In The Vampire Lestat, Lestat walks into Notre-Dame Cathedral much to the disillusionment of the vampires 
of Paris who call themselves the Children of Satan. Lestat’s dismissal of the established connection between the 
vampire and the Devil, renders the other vampires bewildered without their own particular structure of faith. 
Lestat instead establishes the vampire as part of an evolutionary world, ‘a savage garden’ in which God and the 
Devil do not intervene, with Lestat, initially, adopting an evolutionary stance in accounting for the existence of 
the vampire.  
55 Stephenie Meyer, New Moon (London, Little, Brown and Co., 2006), 441-448. 
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of religious stigmas, the ‘new’ vampire seeks its own version of spirituality, in which they 

can, if they choose, engage in religious exploration. Such a sentiment is also found in True 

Blood when the vampire Bill Compton reveals that vampires ‘can stand before a cross or a 

bible or in a church just as readily as any other creature of God’.56 The ineffectual nature of 

religious artefacts is also found in the majority of post-secular vampire texts, including 

Twilight, but this should not be seen as the evidence of an ever more pervasive secularism. 

Instead, the dismissal of symbols is more properly understood as that essential protestant 

gesture: an iconoclastic refusal of superstitious idols and ‘myths’ in favour of a truer and 

more direct (unmediated by symbols) encounter with the divine—a feature of the post-

secular approach to religion. Thus, the dismissal of certain religiously based mythemes, 

leaves space to re-sacralise other lore, particularly the vampire’s comprehension of its own 

spirituality.  

Nevertheless, the post-secular vampire continues to be marked by the mythic knowledge of 

their own religious rebellion, their own intertextual mythemes, particularly finding that the 

notion of damnation and the presumption of soullessness remains. In Twilight, Edward 

understands the soulless vampire mytheme as established in folkloric conceptions via his 

own subjective hollowness. In becoming a vampire Edward believes that something 

fundamental is lost, and although he initially does not use the term, it is made evident 

through other dialogue and terminology that he believes he has lost his ‘soul’.57 When 

Edward reveals his vampire identity to Bella he refers to this aspect of himself as monstrous 

and demonic.58 In this way, Edward adopts the expression, inherent within the vampire 

mytheme, ‘damned’, and consistently denies the existence of his own soul. Edward 

explicitly outlines the mytheme of vampires as monsters, and implicitly applies the inherent 

association of vampires with evil to the loss of mortality. In this sense, immortality is not a 

gain, but a loss—immortality is the loss of one’s mortality, the forfeiture of one’s sovereign 

ability to die. In the Faustian tradition, Edward associates this with the loss of his soul. As in 

New Moon, Edward expresses his belief that the process of vampirism comes by ‘bartering 

your soul in exchange for an eternity as a vampire’.59 In theological terms, Edward’s lost 

soul or mortality corresponds to the foreclosure of heaven, and it is this that ‘damns’ him.  

Paradoxically, this worry could be seen to attest to Edward’s sense of conscience, ethics, and 

spirituality, which is indicative of the presence of a soul, verbalised as ‘soul’ in post-secular 

vampire texts. Indeed, there is a pivotal point in these post-Rice vampire texts in which the 

                                                           
56 ‘Sparks Fly Out’, 1.05, True Blood (2008). 
57 Meyer (2006), 33. 
58 Meyer (2005), 295, 161, 163, 295, 433. 
59 Meyer (2006), 478  
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protagonist adopts a metaphysical posture and regains a sense of his soul’s salvation by 

upholding a renewed sense of ethics. As Bella ponders, Edward is ‘the vampire who wanted 

to be good—who ran around saving people’s lives so he wouldn’t be a monster’.60 In 

Twilight, this also emanates from a crucial conversation between Bella and Edward about his 

dietary choice not to feed on humans. ‘I don’t want to be a monster’, Edward tells Bella, 

suggesting that he commits good deeds and adopts an ethical feeding position in order to 

fight against the monstrous qualities that defined the figure of the vampire, and thus, 

maintain his previous state of being (human).61 

Certainly, in Twilight, the vampire figure (Edward) has become less sexualised, less 

monstrous and evidently more human and conscientious.62 As many critics, including 

Charles Brooker have observed, this has rendered the new vampire the antithesis of its 

predecessors. He writes: ‘Early vampires were stiff and aloof, with a cold sexual intent 

which was, at the least, slightly creepy. Now they’ve got bloody feelings. They’re lonely and 

tortured and all messed up inside. They spend more time staring at their shoes than killing 

people’.63 The figure of the ethical and agonised vampire who contemplates the status of its 

soul, and thus abstains from human blood (or comparable desires), is characteristic of the 

post-secular vampire tradition. As we have seen, BtVS’s Angel is given a soul through a 

gypsy curse that makes him feel extreme remorse for all the lives he took as his soulless 

counterpart Angelus. In his ensouled state, Angel chooses out of ethical considerations to 

drink only pig blood and agonises over this decision. As in Supernatural, the performative 

vampires Sam and Dean’s soul constitutes a sufferance. Likewise, as examined in the 

following chapter, True Blood’s Bill Compton contemplates the nature of his soul as a 

vampire. He chooses to ‘mainstream’ with human beings, meaning that he embraces 

‘human’ ethical behaviour. Bill elects not to feed on unwilling human victims, but to instead 

                                                           
60 Meyer (2005), 179. 
61 Ibid, 163. 
62 Twilight’s leading vampire, Edward Cullen, has also been considered as to how he is able to reconsider or 
resist traditional male desire and sexuality. Scholars have especially noted how Edward reconfigures many traits 
from the nineteenth-century novels in relation to gender, sexuality and class. They primarily examine how 
Edward relates to the concept of the Byronic hero, Cochran (2010); Myers (2009). Others consider Edward in 
relation to his vampirism and his abstinence, which, as Claudia Lindén writes, ‘both affirms and challenges 
traditional masculinity’ Lindén, ‘Virtue as Adventure and Excess: Intertextuality, Masculinity, and Desire in the 
Twilight Series’, Culture Unbound: Journal of Current Cultural Research 5 (2013), 213-237. Sommers and 
Hume read Edward as recommending queer desire, as ‘a vampiric predator who seeks a monogamous 
relationship with a human victim without killing her or transforming her into a vampire’ marks Edward as the 
‘gay, or impossibly idyllic, boyfriend: Edward represents… youthful romantic fantasies of male heroism without 
even the most remote threat of sexual intimacy’. Sommers and Hume, ‘The Other Edward: Twilight’s Queer 
construction of the Vampire as Idealised Teenage Boyfriend’, in Bringing Light to Twilight: Perspectives on a 
Pop Culture Phenomenon, eds. Giselle Liza Anatol, Margaret Kramar (2011), 156. 
63 Charles Brooker, ‘Twilight’s Sulky Vampires are Less Frightening than a Knitted Cushion’, Guardian (12 Jul 
2010). Accessed 22 Jan 2016, www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/jul/12/charlie-brooker-Twilights-
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drink a synthetic substitute, ‘Tru Blood’.64 Again, the vampires in the series The Vampire 

Diaries have an internalised ‘humanity switch’ that they can decide to keep on or turn off. 

To turn off this ‘humanity’ switch—or, to offer another term soul—is to disable their 

conscience and the imperative to abide by social (i.e. ‘human’) law. On the other hand, when 

the vampires ‘humanity switch’ is on, that is to say, the soul is recovered, they decide not to 

feed off humans, but rather feed upon woodland animals or from human blood bags, as often 

portrayed through the character of Stephan Salvatore.65 Twilight’s Edward Cullen sits clearly 

within this ethically reformed post-Rice vampire literary tradition.  

Like these other vampires, Edward is defined by his supposed damnation manifesting as a 

‘mask of ancient sadness’.66 Indeed, Angel, Bill, Stephan and Edward are linked by their 

renewed sense of human ethics, their determination to break from the characterisation of the 

vampire as nightmarish ghoul. This anguish is given concrete shape through the concept of 

the soul, which stands for their ‘lost humanity’. The matter is brought to a head in each case 

by the emergence of the romance narrative. The heroine (whether Bella, Buffy, Sookie, 

Elena or Camille) becomes the ‘custodian, advocate, and benefactress’ of this newly 

emergent (or latterly re-emergent) soul.67 Moreover, it is the vampire’s heartfelt extremity 

and their vulnerability and confusion over their new found love (or perhaps soul-mate) that 

exempts them from the category of monster in these texts.  

However, it is not only the capacity for love that is a newly formed feature of the ensouled 

vampire but also the forfeiture of this love. This self-sacrificial act is a recurring 

idiosyncrasy of the male re-ensouled vampire. And, this forfeiture is framed similarly in 

each text through the admission of the vampire’s evil ‘nature’, the exemplification of the 

human female’s vulnerability, and the desire to protect the love-interest stemming from the 

vampires newly established ethical position, scripted as its burgeoning capacity for good. 

This is demonstrated in another post-secular vampire text The Originals when the vampire-

werewolf hybrid Klaus tells love-interest Camille, ‘[I am] a man damaged by his demons. 

And those demons are not dormant; they are hell-bent on killing me and everything I find 

                                                           
64 Charlaine Harris, The Southern Vampire Mysteries, or The Sookie Stackhouse Novels (New York: Ace Books, 
& London: Orion, 2001-11), adapted for television, Alan Ball, True Blood (NY: Home Box Office, 2008-2014). 
65 L. J. Smith, The Vampire Diaries (New York: Harper Teen, 1991-2014) adapted to television, Julie Plec and 
Kevin Williamson, The Vampire Diaries (Burbank, California: Warner Bros. Television, Outerbanks 
Entertainment, 2009-17). 
66 Meyer (2005), 232. 
67 In BtVS and Angel, Buffy becomes this ‘custodian, advocate and benefactress’ for both Spike and Angel. See: 
Melanie Wilson (2009). Likewise, Sookie Stackhouse performs this role for Bill and Eric in The Southern 
Vampire Mysteries and its adaptation True Blood. This is seen in numerous other supernatural texts in keeping 
with the nineteenth-century romance narrative established in the works of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights.  
For instance, in The Vampire Diaries Elena Gilbert operates as the moral compass and love interest for the 
vampire brothers Stephan and Damon Salvatore. Likewise, in The Originals, the TVD spinoff, Camille O’Conner 
becomes the patron and psychologist of the vampire Klaus Mikaelson, who maintains that he has the capacity for 
good.  
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beautiful. And you... you are beautiful’.68 Such instances of selfless love operate within 

contemporary vampire texts to manoeuvre the vampire away from its murderous impulses, 

allowing them to instead occupy the role of both the wise advisor and love-interest of the 

archetypal Harlequin-romance male love-object.69 Indeed, Milly Williamson finds that girls 

and women identify strongly with this sympathetic male vampire, who is ‘persecuted’, 

‘soulful’ and profoundly ‘at odds with their ontological status as vampire’.70 These vampires 

are characterised by a struggle against their malevolent tendencies, with a mission to regain 

their ‘humanity’ or soul by ‘using their vampiric powers to solve crime and help the 

innocent’, ultimately securing the admiration of the heroine.71 

Edward’s renewed sense of ethics stems from a wish to redeem his soul. As seen with 

Whedon’s Angel, these figures believe in compensatory ethics, in which personal sacrifice 

and aiding people in need, act as ‘credit’ to ‘level the balance sheet’.72 Though Edward 

unambiguously evaluates his ontological self through the mythemes of folkloric vampires 

and pre-Rice literature, in so doing, he is cast as existential and critical of his vampire 

‘nature’. Thus, he is unexpectedly positioned in opposition to these mythic figures. This is 

implied in the conversation between Bella and Carlisle Cullen (Edward’s paternal guardian) 

about religion, the possibility of an afterlife, and the character of the vampire’s soul. In this 

conversation, Carlisle articulates a hope for his and his family’s salvation: ‘I’m hoping that 

there is still a point to this life, even for us. It’s a long shot, I’ll admit… By all accounts, 

we’re damned regardless. But, I hope, maybe foolishly, that we’ll get some measure of 

credit for trying’.73 Likewise, Carlisle posits the mytheme of the ontologically ‘damned’ 

vampire, damned via the human to vampire transformation, regardless of any particular 

viewpoint stemming from the vampires own personal sense of spirituality or ethics. Yet, the 

post-secular vampire expresses a hope that such traditions are false, instead employing their 

existential character (formed by ethics and actions), rather than the ontological one (whether 

they have a soul or not) as affecting their soul status. As such, the post-secular vampires are 

no longer monstrous or damned, but venerate divinity and strive for soulful restoration. It is 

                                                           
68 ‘Cradle to Grave’, 1.22, The Originals (2014). 
69 Meyer presents Edward as the archetypal Harlequin romance male love object. As Victoria Nelson notes, 
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71 Ibid, 57. 
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the language of the soul, as exemplified by its mythemes of ethics-led abstinence, the 

formation of eye imagery as metaphor for soulfulness, and the altered effect of metaphysical 

tropes upon the vampire, that manages the transition of the post-secular vampire from 

ontologically damned to spirituality resurgent.  

The Abstinent Vampire 
A significant mytheme set which marks Edward as ethical (conscience-led) is seen in 

Twilight through his choice of appetitive abstinence, both dietary and sexual. This marks a 

distinct break from traditional mythemes accompanying the vampire, which emphasise an 

uncontrollable need to ‘feed’ on the blood of their victims through penetrative, quasi-sexual 

encounters. This distinction sees the subordination of the vampire’s animalistic physicality 

(body) in exchange for control and self-discipline enforced by the emergent ethical position 

(soul). Whereas, Stacey Abbott notes, the vampire of the 1970s (Rice) was ‘stripped of its 

spectral nature and fully transformed into a physical being, defined by the boundaries and 

discourses of the body’; the post-secular millennial vampire (with a soul) is defined by their 

new ethical and metaphysical position.74 This is performed in such texts via a term 

traditionally thought of as distinct from the body, the soul. Therefore, the vampire that 

embraces a reformed ethical code, highlighted by abstinence, a key soul mytheme in the 

‘new’ vampire mythos, becomes characteristic of the redemptive post-secular vampire 

tradition of the millennium.   

The craving of blood is a shared feature amongst folkloric and literary vampires alike, and it 

is indeed the drinking of blood, alongside their anthropomorphic agelessness and 

immortality, that distinguishes the vampire amongst other monsters. In vampire narratives, 

the significance of drinking human blood is twofold. The primary motive is nourishment. 

However, the blood’s dietary value is complicated by the pleasure derived from the act of 

hunting and feeding. The function of feeding is depicted as seductive, libidinal, instinctual, 

and symbolic of sexual fulfilment. Therefore, the vampire mouth is both a site of sexual 

allure and death, the lips are desirable, yet deadly, concealing penetrative, life-taking fangs. 

Hence, the bite operates as an allegory in vampire fiction for the deferred sexual act. 

However, in Twilight, Edward and his family refuse to feed on human beings despite this 

dual desire, and as such, they subscribe to a code of abstinence, and represent a new penitent 

and ascetic religiosity found in the contemporary vampire narrative.  

The Cullen family (opposed to coven) consists of the patriarch Carlisle, his wife Esme, and 

their pseudo-children—Emmet, Rosalie, Jasper, Alice, and Edward. The Cullen’s differ from 
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other vampires of the Twilight universe by not drinking the blood of humans. Instead, they 

choose, out of ethical and spiritual imperatives, to feed only upon the blood of animals. This, 

as Laura Wright notes, has rendered the Twilight vampire ‘the antithesis of most of its 

literary precursors who operated both outside of and in direct opposition [to] such an ethical 

position’.75 To mark this distinction they call themselves ‘vegetarians’, their ‘inside joke’. It 

is made clear that the blood of animals does not quite meet their appetite for human blood, 

and Edward describes their choice of diet as, ‘living on tofu and soy milk’.76 He explains, ‘It 

doesn’t completely satiate the hunger—or rather thirst. But it keeps us strong enough to 

resist. Most of the time’.77 Though he confesses, ‘[s]ometimes it is more difficult than 

others’.78 In Twilight, the ‘ethical position’ of the Cullen vampire coven is established 

through this dietary ‘abstinence’, which is presented as a conscience driven decision, or 

soul-led injunction. 

A common trait of post-Rice vampire narratives is to provide the audience with a glimpse 

into the past conduct of the vampire before their pious posture was adopted. This is done in 

BtVS and Angel through the Angelus/Angel dichotomy and in True Blood by the flashbacks 

to Bill’s formative years as a new-born vampire where he was directed by the example of his 

vicious ‘maker’ Lorena.79 This is done in order to compare, and ultimately praise, the 

reformation of the character. However, even Edward’s lapses were mitigated by moral 

awareness. When Edward reveals he did not always abide to his ‘vegetarian’ diet, he 

explains that he had used his telepathy to feed only upon ‘the evil’.80 This was a position 

advocated by Anne Rice’s vampires. Still, the indulgence of his appetite caused him great 

distress and to suffer under the ‘depression… that accompanies a conscience’.81 So, he 

returned to Carlisle and his vegetarian policy. These pangs of conscience are a recurrent 

feature of the post-secular vampire. Likewise, the resurgence of conscience in Twilight 

represents a decisive shift in the position of the vampire within vampire narratives and 

signals to the paradigmatic alteration of the vampire mythos in the post-secular age. 

Regardless, Edward’s choice to feed only on the blood of animals is at odds with his 

instinctual hunger for human blood. In this way Edward can be understood as an extension 

of Rice’s vampire Louis de Pont du Lac, who forgoes feeding due to ethical implications. As 

Sandra Tomc explains: 
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Louis is preoccupied with the purity and freedom available to the body that refuses 
food. Ostensibly, Louis’s refusal to eat is framed as a metaphysical and moral issue. 
Because for vampires eating involves killing people, Louis, who cannot discard of 
his human moral sensibilities, who associates killing with damnation, is engaged in 
a constant struggle to keep his soul and his body morally pure.82 

Equally, Edward is preoccupied with keeping his soul and body pure in the hope of 

redemption, a sensibility verbalised by Carlisle. Like Louis, Edward’s ethical scruples set 

him starkly against the more animalistic vision of the vampire from folklore, who Louis calls 

‘the vampires of the old world’.83 As such, Edward is juxtaposed to the vampires of the pre-

Rice literary and filmic tradition, typified by the other vampires in Twilight, including 

Laurent, James and Victoria, and the Volturi Coven, who embrace their murderous and 

sexual impulses, and are depicted accordingly.84  

Indeed, in Twilight, Florien Grandena writes, ‘a crucial distinction is made between different 

types of vampire through an uninspired opposition between good and evil and their 

respective alignment with, on the one hand, abstinence (addressed through a vegetarianism 

metaphor) and, on the other, sexuality (with which a parallel with human blood consumption 

is made)’.85 Thus, Edward’s ethical deliberation over his food source is linked to not only his 

moral sensibilities but also his sexual abstinence. In fact, his sexual denial is represented 

through his insistence upon dietary rigidity, ‘vegetarianism’, not drinking human blood and 

the horror with which he regards his penetrative teeth.  

This dietary rigidity is in part due to the potency of the bite in Twilight. Indeed, as in 

Dracula it is the initial bite in the Twilight narrative that begins the transformative procedure 

to become a vampire. This process was modified in Rice’s vision into a lengthier and more 

complex exchange, and, indeed, it is the latter that is upheld in other post-Rice texts such as 

True Blood and The Vampire Diaries. As a result, these other vampire adaptations allow for 

the option for the vampire to exhibit a self-control when feeding on a human. Whereas for 

Edward to feed on a human would be to commit them to the vampire transformation or 

death.   
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As such, Edward’s mouth and fangs are set within the traditional depiction of the vampire’s 

mouth as seen in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The mouth, as Christopher Craft writes, is ‘the 

primary site of erotic experience in Dracula… Luring at first with an inviting orifice, a 

promise of red softness, but delivering instead a piercing bone’.86 For instance, in Dracula 

when Johnathon Harker sees the three vampire women at Castle Dracula, he describes: 

‘There was a deliberate voluptuousness which was both thrilling and repulsive’, ‘all three 

had brilliant white teeth that shone like the pearls against the ruby of their voluptuous lips… 

I felt in my heart a wicked, burning desire that they would kiss me with those red lips’.87 

Likewise, Edward’s mouth continues to operate as a symbolic site, embodying both libidinal 

desires and the fear of death. However, Edward denies this power by refusing to ‘penetrate’ 

Bella, although, it is this denial that intensifies Edward’s yearning for her. In Craft’s words, 

‘by interrupting the scene of penetration, it suspends and disperses throughout the text the 

desire maximized at the brink of penetration, and it repeats the threat of a more direct 

libidinous embrace’.88 Hence, the eminent scene in the first novel in which Edward 

simulates a non-penetrative vampiric kiss at Bella’s prom, suspends both the penetration of 

the vampire’s fangs as well as defers the sexual act. Therefore, although Edward’s fangs 

exhibit the same potency as that of other vampires, it is a soul-led injunction that renders 

him ineffectual.  

In the vampire narrative, the sexual arousal and the craving of blood is orally linked. In the 

nineteenth-century, the vampire, decadent and noble, drinking blood from the neck of a 

swooning heroine was a tableau that screened the image of actual sexual intercourse, which 

was protected from sight by a visual taboo against its representation. In the late twentieth-

century, with sex now freely represented on screens in Western countries, it is as if the act is 

in need of some supporting supplement, some additional supra-sexual activity to revivify the 

increasingly banal sexuality of pop-culture. In Rice’s vampire narratives this was the 

connotations of the homosexual relationship between Louis and Lestat, and although they 

never act on this implicit desire, the mutual sharing of their blood ‘was an act analogous 

with sex’, one which is suggested throughout the novels to be a ‘far superior form of sex’.89 
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A particularly explicit linkage takes place in Alan Ball’s True Blood where, when a vampire 

is aroused or hungry, the abrupt extension of the canine teeth into long fangs forms a visible 

phallic display of this condition. The phallic fang and its penetrative potential remains the 

chief link between the vampire and the erotic. Although, in post-Rice vampire texts, genital 

intercourse is also superimposed on the act of the bite, to which it used to merely allude. So, 

there is doubling up of sex in the new vampire stories, so that participants will effectively be 

having sex twice at the same time, both ‘conventionally’, via genital intercourse, and 

supernaturally via the bite or penetration and the oral ingestion of bodily fluids. But in each 

case, it is an oral eroticism that is being drawn upon. Sex is symbolically interconnected 

with the mouth, yet the mouth seems also to operate simultaneously as a separate economy 

of pleasure. As Geneviève Morel writes, ‘the vampire myth has the advantage of repressing 

genital sexuality into orality’.90 Yet, Edward, as a figure of the reformed, redeemable 

vampire (operating within the adolescent universe) denies these dual desires simultaneously, 

and abstains from both in a bid for salvation. Therefore, in Twilight diet and sex become 

entwined in the ethical conundrum of abstinence. 

Edward’s soul-led abstinence and introspective self-evaluation is a form of piety. The 

dietary and sexual strictures that shroud his wish ‘not to be a monster’, constitute a plea for 

salvation.91 Likewise, Edward strives to guard his soul against damnation through a devout 

dual abstinence. Indeed, Edward’s status as a ‘good’ vampire is founded, in the logic of the 

character and in the franchise more generally, by penitential fasting and suffering. As 

Jaqueline Swaidan posits:  

Twilight’s vampires exhibit very Christian values: sexual abstinence, respect for 
human life, and belief in the soul and hell. Furthermore, their religiosity seems 
highly positive: Bella and the audience can accept Edward’s vampirism because he 
does not like it. It upsets him morally that he wants to murder, thus in the story he 
seems acceptably moral.92  

Indeed, abstinence, is revealed to be the basis of the restoration of Edward’s soulful status. 

As Wright notes, ‘Meyer’s revisionist vampire story presents us with a kind of salvation 

narrative, one that is completely dependent upon the politics of diet’.93 So, Edward strives to 

guard his soul against damnation through a devout dual abstinence, both dietary and sexual. 

This is exemplified in Edward’s treatment of Bella’s sexuality. The pivotal moment in the 

new kind of vampire romance that Twilight exemplifies is the specific refusal to take the 
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heroine’s body despite it epitomising an intensification of the object of instinctual lust, 

blood. The heroine in this new kind of narrative is not just another feminine victim in the 

hands of a serial predator, but the one specifically fated to overturn the ensouled vampire’s 

hard-won renunciations. A factor likewise established in BtVS when Angel loses his soul 

after experiencing ‘perfect happiness’ in the sex-act with Buffy.94 Equally, Edward’s code of 

abstinence is momentously put into uncertainty by the sudden, inexplicable appearance of 

Bella. Edward craves Bella, he is drawn to her smell and her blood appeals strongly to him, 

it ‘sings’ to him.95 Bella’s blood, we are told, is ‘exactly’ Edward’s ‘brand of heroin’.96 

Moreover, Edward’s sexual abstinence is equally challenged, as he is not only drawn to 

Bella’s blood, but is also sexually attracted to her. But Edward fears that in his extraordinary 

strength and power (his horrifying potency) he might accidentally hurt Bella in the heights 

of passion, or worse, give into his vampire instincts and begin feeding, resulting in death or 

vampiric transformation. ‘I can never, never afford to lose any kind of control when I’m 

with you,’ he tells her.97 Therefore, the interplay of the libidinal impulses is seen in the 

figure of Bella. Edward simultaneously experiences an eroticised hunger—a specific 

combination of food and sex—that can only be controlled by the denial of both.98  

Therefore, Edward and Bella offer a pro-abstinence position, as she, the ‘la tua cantante’, his 

‘singer’, his ‘heroine’, his ‘jouissance’, is also ‘some kind of demon, summoned straight 

from my own personal hell to ruin me’.99 Edward fears that Bella’s sex will be his undoing 

and he will be unable to control his impulses. Therefore, a role reversal of gender is accepted 

in these vampire narratives. In the nineteenth-century vampire mythos (say, Stoker’s 

Dracula), conventional femininity (the English ladies, Lucy and Mina) is imperilled by the 

exotic aristocrat. However, in the post-secular vampire mythos, it is the vampires (Angel, 

Edward) who have their ‘souls’ threatened by an impending female sexuality. The threat is 

that they will either irrevocably lose their soul in the ultimate act of killing their counterpart 

through a dietary impulse, but also that they may gain it, therefore limiting their ability to 

behave like a vampire. The result is the perpetually unconsummated love of adolescent 

romance. Twilight is composed of three novels of ceaseless foreplay, a situation that many 
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have argued goes a long way towards explaining this series’ enormous popularity amongst 

adolescent girls.100  

In the Twilight universe Edward’s desire for Bella’s sex is exposed when he, endeavouring 

to clarify his enthralment, reveals: ‘the hunger—the thirst—that, deplorable creature that I 

am, I feel for you… there are other hungers. Hungers I don’t even understand, that are 

foreign to me’.101 This dialogue pursues the duality of the vampire’s hunger for blood and 

sex. What is more, Edward’s description of himself as a ‘deplorable creature’ is significant 

when differentiating between these concurrent desires. The implication is that, on one hand, 

the ‘creature’ is the vampire that hungers for blood, and, on the other, the ‘creature’ could 

also be read as a man hungering for her sexually. While the vampire is defined by its dual 

state as both human and monster, the sexual desire sits uneasily between these states, both 

implicitly monstrous and inherently human. For instance, when Edward retreats from Bella 

he justifies this by citing the danger he poses to her, and that his ability to restrain his urges 

is finite, for after all, he is ‘only human’.102  

Once Bella bears witness to Edward’s anguished confession about his desire for her blood, 

she is ‘filled with compassion for his suffering, even now, as he confessed his craving to 

take my life’.103 In this particular context, the phrasing of a life that is there for the ‘taking’ 

is evocative of virginity, imagined as a feminine essence that can be ‘taken’ or ‘given’ or 

‘withheld’. Despite this ongoing threat to Bella’s life, and her virginity, Meyer uses romance 

conventions to transform Edward from controlling and violent into a site of pleasure and 

desire. Thus, the threat of death is conquered by the delayed gratification of the promise of 

orgasm for Bella and the reader. Thus, Donelan notes that the saga ‘sanction(s) sexual 

abstinence and chaste romance while still allowing for the generic pleasure associated with 

vampire sexuality and eroticism’.104 The generic pleasure is attached to the implied threat 

(promise) of the sexual act, penetration from the vampire’s fangs, and the injection of venom 

(semen). It is the looming suggestion of penetration that offers a sense of eroticism in the 

relationship between Edward and Bella. 

Indeed, it is through the monster and conscience discourse, a prevailing feature of Twilight 

and other post-Rice vampire fiction, that a societal anxiety over the state of the soul, as a 

moral facilitator, is revealed. This is scripted through the problem of denial versus 

consumption, repression and law versus liberation. As Laura Wright posits: 
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If vampires constitute our shadow selves, then what of the soulless Cullens and their 
adherence to a system of human ethics? In this case, the vampire as shadow self 
becomes a member of a kind of undead moral majority, repressed and socially 
excommunicated traditionalists who call for a return to a sense of ‘values’ most of 
us seem to have lost. Such a vampire is the antithesis of most of his literary 
precursors who operate both outside of and in direct opposition with such an ethical 
position. In the context of Twilight, then, to be a human vegetarian would constitute 
alignment with such ‘liberal’ vices as sexual promiscuity, feminism, and secularism, 
and Meyer’s narrative asks that we consider that which we have, as a culture, chosen 
to dismantle: a presumed more traditional approach to sexuality, to faith, and, 
ultimately, to diet. And given the success of the franchise, casting such values in 
shadow has had an undeniable and overwhelming allure.105 

Therefore, the ensouled, ethical vampire in Twilight becomes a site of contemplation and 

suggests a positive return to traditional approaches to sexuality and to faith, which is 

ultimately rendered in Twilight through Edward’s ethical approach to diet and nineteenth-

century attitude to abstinence.106 Therefore, the repression of instinct is paralleled with an 

attempt to uphold the idea of soul. Edward, by being compassionate and virtuous in his 

approach to his vampiric life, holds a hope for a supernatural redemption via this concept 

soul.  

Likewise, Edward transfers these principles to his relationship with Bella, he will not 

‘destroy’ her soul by usurping her virtue through pre-marital sex, or ‘bartering’ her soul in 

the vampire transformation. However, by the end of Eclipse, the third instalment, Edward 

and Bella are released from their sexual abstinence impasse when Bella agrees to marry 

Edward. Edward’s insistence upon marriage stems from his consideration for the welfare of 

Bella’s soul, which culminated in his refusal of her sexual instigations, and his insistence 

upon no pre-marital sex. This prospect is maintained in the filmic adaptation of Eclipse, 

Edward vows this is ‘just one rule I want to leave unbroken. It might be too late for my soul, 

but I will protect yours. I know it’s not a modern notion’.107 In this, Edward equates the 

physical with the spiritual by considering pre-marital sex as sinful and potentially 

immoral.108 Thus, abstinence in the Twilight narrative is also linked to devout considerations 
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of the soul’s divine standing.109 Through Edward’s insistence upon abstinence, both dietary 

and sexually, he believes that he will ‘protect’ Bella’s soul, and even recover his own. 

Unhappily for Edward, at the end of New Moon, it becomes necessary for Bella to become a 

vampire, due to the impending threat upon her life from the governing vampire body, ‘The 

Volturi’. Until this point, Edward had steadfastly refused to transform her into a vampire, in 

order to preserve Bella’s soul and keep alive the possibility of heavenly salvation. In this, the 

novels maintain the theological assertion that the soul is the essential part of a human being 

that survives the death of the body and is subject to divine judgement.110 However, with the 

situation forced upon them, Bella’s acceptance of Edward’s marriage proposal comes with a 

secondary condition concerning the nature of her vampire transformation, namely, that she 

would become a vampire through his own ‘bite’, ‘venom’. Though Bella does not believe in 

the institution of marriage, and Edward does not want Bella to become a vampire (due to the 

impediment upon her soul), the marital union becomes a contractual condition in which both 

parties simultaneously compromise. Thus, the soul narrative is dramatized through dietary 

and sexual abstinence as well as the more typical rendering of the dilemma of soul-loss 

within the transformative account of the vampire. 

Are the Eyes the Windows to the Vampire’s Soul?  
Many of the vampire’s more gruesome characteristics have been suspended in Twilight and 

replaced with more appealing qualities. This transformation has been further developed via 

the shift in descriptive emphasis from mouth to eyes. The exposition of soul mythemes in 

the Twilight vampire are negotiated via the formation of the intersubjective gaze and eye 

imagery in the novels and films. The eye has had linkages to the soul dating back to Plato 

and Aristotle, and the enduring proverb that the eyes are ‘windows to the soul’ designates a 

prominent mytheme in Meyer’s text. Rather than highlighting the vampire’s mouth as the 

site of fear that signified penetration and death, the eyes have become the new penetrative 

organ in the vampire story. This shift, subverts a prevailing mytheme regarding the 

vampire’s lethalness, which in turn renders the vampire not only ineffectual as gothic 

monster, but also resituates the vampire into a redefined language of soul. This shift in focus 

from mouth to eyes appears to accompany the metaphysical transition of the vampire from 

soulless and ontologically damned to soulful and metaphysically redeemed.  

The vampire’s mouth which was once the dominant and recurring image of the vampire tale, 

has been rendered ineffective, and has been substituted in Twilight and other post-secular 
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vampire texts with the eyes. Indeed, one could argue that the Twilight series is amongst the 

most radical adaptations of the vampire tale, as Meyer’s vampires deviate dramatically from 

the traditional vampire mythos—particularly in regard to the presence and potency of their 

fangs.111 In contrast to the vast majority of cinematic portrayals of the vampire body, the 

Twilight vampires are ‘defanged’, manifesting in the series through the vampires abstinent 

and ‘vegetarian’ status. In this sense, they are as Florian Grandena observes, ‘deprived of 

their traditional manifestation of the vampiric phallus (retractable fangs)’.112 Though the 

fangs can still be wielded as a weapon and are venomous, Meyer relocates the phallic 

display from the fangs to the penetrative gaze. 

Laura Mulvey, in her influential essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975), 

outlines two structures of looking found in a conventional (though perhaps now outmoded) 

cinematic situation that articulate pleasure. The first is known as ‘scopophilic’ and arises 

from a pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual stimulation through erotic 

ways of looking, this is a function of ‘sexual instincts’.113 The second, is equated with ‘ego 

libido’ and arises through identification with the image seen. Both ways of looking are found 

in Freudian psychoanalysis where Mulvey discovers ‘concepts and a vocabulary that directly 

addressed questions of sexuality, gender and how the human subject is inducted into social 

life precisely through a regulation of sexuality’.114 As Mulvey explains looking back on her 

essay forty years after its publication, the cinema was ‘very often “about” gender roles, 

sexualities and excessive erotic display, combined with containment and regimentation’.115 

She continues: 

Freud’s active and passive instincts, complex in his theory, could be found very 
literally embodied in screen masculinity or femininity. The psychoanalytic concepts 
of voyeurism and fetishism were built into Hollywood’s structuring cinematic 
language (camera movement, editing, shot/counter-shot, lighting, sound, etc.) and 
pleasure in a controlling gaze fused with pleasure in a highly evolved cinematic 
style; and both could be invested in the figure of spectacular femininity.116  
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These ways of looking articulate desire, and both are present within The Twilight Saga, 

though it is, chiefly, the ‘voyeuristic’ or ‘scopophilic look’, as it concerns the way ‘the 

characters [look] at each other within the screen illusion’, which operates to channel the 

soul.117 Indeed, the eyes in Twilight become the central and recurring image of the vampire, 

and it is the eyes that covertly maintain, as well as subvert, the sexual and predatory nature 

of the post-secular vampire figure. 

The first chapter of the Twilight series is entitled ‘First Sight’. This refers generally to the 

initial meeting between Bella and Edward, but the title also signals the effect that Edward’s 

gaze has upon Bella. In particular, Bella focuses upon the ‘penetrative’ quality of Edward’s 

gaze and finds it unsettling.118 Bella repeatedly describes Edward’s eyes and the ‘energy’ 

they emit. Indeed, she physically responds under it: ‘I stared back, surprised, expecting him 

to look quickly away. But instead he continued to gaze with probing intensity into my eyes. 

There was no question of me looking away. My hands started to shake’.119 Under Edward’s 

gaze Bella is compelled to experience physical sensations, she is passive under his active 

gaze.120 Such an instance of the ‘voyeuristic-scopophilic look’ is shown in Twilight through 

Edward ‘subjecting [Bella] to a controlling and curious gaze’.121 Within this way of looking, 

the gaze becomes a site of libidinal captivation for the vampire’s ‘victim’ (Bella). Though 

Bella is not strictly a ‘victim’, in this respect she does operate as what Laura Mulvey calls 

the ‘castrated woman’. Discussing ‘the way the unconscious … patriarchal society has 

structured film form’, Mulvey writes:  

The paradox of phallocentrism in all its manifestations is that it depends on the 
image of the castrated woman to give order and meaning to its world. An idea of 
woman stands as lynch pin to the system: it is her lack that produces the phallus as a 
symbolic presence, it is her desire to make good the lack that the phallus signifies… 
To summarise briefly: the function of woman in forming the patriarchal unconscious 
is two-fold, she first symbolises the castration threat by her real absence of a penis 
and second thereby raises her child into the symbolic. Once this has been achieved, 
her meaning in the process is at an end.122 

Indeed, it could be argued that Bella’s meaning in Twilight is to provide Edward with a 

symbolic phallus. Through Edward’s gaze upon Bella, he gains an erotic potency, a 

penetrative force that has been otherwise forsaken within the ‘vegetarian’ vampire narrative, 

which must reject the use of the fangs. 
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The effect of the gaze is, if anything, heightened in the transition of Twilight into the 

cinematic medium. Indeed, the Twilight film series is composed of intense isolated shots of 

the eyes accompanied by dramatic music. The fastidious fixation on the eye marks an 

intriguing shift in the vampire figures at the centre of Meyer’s saga.123 In particular, the 

centrality of the gaze is coded into the ethical transformation of the modern vampire. In 

other words, the vampire mythemes associated with seduction and control meets the 

mytheme that connects the eyes to the soul. In noting this change of emphasis from mouth 

within Dracula to the eyes within Twilight, Kathryn Kane suggests that ‘Meyer draws our 

attention not to transgressive sensuality, sexuality [which are] connotations of the lip, but to 

rationality, thought and the soul [which are] connotations of the eye’.124 Twilight’s emphasis 

on the vampire’s eyes acts implicitly to address the changing use of the soul within the 

vampire narrative. 

That is not to say that the vampire’s eyes have not been crucial in the depiction of the 

vampire figure pre-Twilight. Certainly, the vampire’s difference and power can also be 

allocated to the site of the eyes. In the filmic tradition, certain narrative conventions of the 

vampire story, including the rules with which a vampire attacked their victims was 

established. For instance, vampires would only attack at night, they preyed on the innocent, 

biting the neck, and drinking the blood, and notably, they would do all this by first 

mesmerizing their victim with their eyes. This hypnosis originated in the vampire mythos 

with the female vampire Carmilla, as she seduced her victims with intense eye contact and 

by entering dreams. Similarly, Stoker’s Count Dracula hypnotised his victims with his eyes. 

Stephen King and Anne Rice’s vampires also mesmerize humans as a method of controlling 

the process of feeding. Likewise, Charlaine Harris’ vampires ‘glamour’ and L. J. Smith’s 

‘compel’ their victims with their gaze. This hypnosis, ‘glamouring’ or ‘compulsion’ are 

performed similarly, the vampire looks into the eyes of their victim, and in a slow and 

methodical voice instructs them, rendering the victim powerless to resist.125 As Jenna Meyer 

explains: 

The glamouring practice used by vampire fiction writers provides their creatures 
with almost limitless power. There is no longer a need to stalk prey, rather just make 
eye contact. This method of control is subtle and discrete, allowing for vampires to 
lure their prey away from a crowded area with little to no detection. It is a trait that 
has evolved and increased the vampire’s ability as a hunter… The focus of 
glamouring has been present in most popular vampire films. An intense screen shot 
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with the camera isolating the eyes, dramatic music, and maybe even a special effect 
affecting the pupil, all have signalled some mystical occurrence between a vampire 
and their victim.126  

Initially, it appears that this hypnotic characteristic is not found in Meyer’s vampires, as they 

are unable to compel humans to do their bidding, however, to some extent this facet remains 

in Edward’s gaze upon Bella (the victim). Indeed, Bella finds being under his gaze 

‘overwhelming’ and ‘hypnotic’.127 As a result, the focus upon the eye imagery and the 

impact of the vampire’s gaze does indeed remain in Twilight, albeit in a less ritualistic form. 

Instead, the gaze operates in the series not out of any magical imperatives nor as an impetus 

to feed, but rather to showcase Edward’s dual urges (appetitive and sexual) that operate 

outside of the life-threatening penetration of the vampire’s fangs. In this way, through the 

amalgamation of this ‘glamouring’ vampire mytheme, with the mytheme that connects the 

eyes to the soul, the gaze is reappropriated in Twilight to denote the ethical transformation of 

the post-secular vampire.  

Furthermore, the depiction of the eyes and gaze within Twilight supplants an eroticised 

portrayal of the male vampire body. As Marc Shaw observes, because the Twilight series is 

told from Bella’s point of view, ‘Twilight returns the gaze that is usually reserved for men 

looking at women’. Meyer, ‘makes us gaze through Bella’s eyes at Edward’s beauty’, and in 

this way Edward is ‘objectified’.128 However, this protracted gaze upon Edward, from Bella 

and the reader, is focused not on the male body, as Jessica Taylor notes, ‘but also on his 

transcendental morality’.129 Edward is described as ‘statuesque’, ‘chalky pale’, ‘perfect’, and 

‘inhumanly beautiful’, and despite having a body that is compared to Adonis, Edward’s 

desirability is not so much concentrated on his physique, face, or mouth, as on his eyes.130 

This is made evident when Bella considers Edward’s face, ‘his dazzling face was friendly, 

open, a slight smile on his flawless lips. But his eyes’.131 Indeed, whilst Bella reflects upon 

Edward’s body, she regularly lingers upon his eyes: 

I saved his eyes for last, knowing that when I looked into them I was likely to lose 
my train of thought. They were wide, warm with liquid gold, framed by a thick 
fringe of black lashes. Staring into his eyes always made me feel extraordinary—
sort of like my bones were turning spongy. I was also lightheaded, but that could 
have been because I’d forgotten to keep breathing. Again.132 
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Edward’s desirous appeal is not established via the manifestation of his body, as he is rarely 

depicted without clothes, except to reveal his glistening vampire—alien—skin, but rather 

through his hard-won ‘transcendental morality’ demonstrated through a focus upon the eyes. 

It is this emphasis on his eyes that implicitly underlines the presence of a spiritual interiority, 

a soul. Indeed, we are told that it is Edward’s ‘soul’ that Bella finds most ‘beautiful’, ‘he had 

the most beautiful soul, more beautiful than his brilliant mind or his incomparable face or his 

glorious body’.133 

The visual capacity and the eye hold a conflicted yet privileged status regarding the physical 

body. The importance of sight is evident throughout Hellenic philosophy, particularly in the 

works of Plato, where the faculty of sight is grouped with the creation of human intelligence 

and the soul.134 This philosophy has been instrumental in elevating the status of the visual 

and eye in Western culture. As Martin Jay writes, ‘Hellenic thought did on the whole 

privilege the visual over any other sense’ and today, ‘vision could still be accounted the 

noblest of the senses’.135 It is certainly the eyes unique ability to reflect and emit emotion, a 

capacity to represent an interiority that lends itself to associations with the soul. As Jay 

writes:  

For the eye—broadly understood as including the complex of muscle, flesh, and 
even hair around the eyeball—can clearly project, signal, and emit emotions with 
remarkable power. Common phrases such as ‘a piercing or penetrating gaze’, 
‘melting eyes’, ‘a come-hither look’, or ‘casting a cold eye’ all capture this ability 
with striking vividness. Aided by its capacity to overflow with the tears necessary to 
bathe it with constant moisture, a capacity triggered by a multitude of different 
stimuli, some physical, some emotional (the latter found only in humans), the eye is 
not only, as the familiar clichés would have it, a ‘window on the world’, but also a 
‘mirror of the soul’. Even the dilation of the pupil can unintentionally betray an 
inner state, subtly conveying interest, or aversion to the beholder.136  

The construction of the eye in The Twilight Saga as reflecting an interior change is 

understood dramatically in the transformation of the colouring of the eyes. The vampire’s 

eyes in Twilight communicate per a specific colour coding an interior disposition. The black 

eyes signal hunger, hazel eyes designate ‘vegetarianism’, and red eyes signal those vampires 

who feed on human blood. For instance, when Edward initially smells Bella and craves her 

blood, to denote this, his eyes become ‘coal black’.137 She describes ‘he was glaring down at 

me again, his black eyes full of revulsion… the phrase if looks could kill suddenly ran 
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through my mind’.138 Edward’s transformed eye colour acts as a visual warning of his 

dietary and predatory impulses and manifests a more animalistic version of the vampire.139  

This black-eyed hunger when satiated with human blood transforms the vampire’s pupil into 

‘a deep burgundy colour that was disturbing and sinister’.140 The mytheme of vampires 

having red eyes originates in depictions of Stoker’s Count Dracula, and operates to 

symbolise the threat of ‘sex’ and ‘death’.141 Likewise, in Twilight, the red eyes serve to 

distinguish the (soulless) vampires of the series who feed on human blood from the 

vegetarian (soulful) vampires, like Edward, whose eyes are usually the colour of ‘strange 

ochre, darker than butterscotch, but with the same golden tone’.142 This physical difference 

operates to affirm the ethical feeding stance of the Cullen family, as well as posit a new 

‘purer’ version of the vampire, redeemed through this diet. 

The Sparkling Vampire Body  
One of the most recognisable ‘mythemes’ of the twentieth-century vampire narrative, is the 

vampire’s destruction by sunlight. Embraced as part of ‘Hollywood folklore’, it was only 

within the filmic adaptations that the vampire’s death scene became synonymous with 

destruction by sunlight. In this tradition, sunlight seemed to signify a secularised liberation 

for the vampire from the ‘old metaphysics’.143 Paradoxically, the vampire’s vulnerability to 

sunlight only supplemented the breadth of metaphysical artefacts that defined the downfall 

of the vampire. Indeed, the introduction of sunlight as a weapon maintained the vampire’s 

demonic image since, as David MacDowell Blue suggests, it ‘made a kind of emotional 

sense’, the ‘creature of darkness poisoned by light… a holy weapon’.144 Therefore, sunlight 

took the place of Catholic weapons found in Stoker’s Dracula, and the vampires new death 

manifested in a physical display (incineration) of a metaphysical gesture (annihilation 

through divine judgement).145  
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The quarantining of the post-secular vampire (i.e. Edward) from their gothic and folkloric 

counterparts, is dramatically emphasised by the vampire’s reformed reaction to sunlight or 

avoidance of its effects.146 The sunlight, which traditionally had been fatal to the vampire or, 

at least, able to reveal the vampire’s true monstrosity, now in Meyer’s Twilight reveals the 

vampire’s sublime particularity. In Twilight, the danger associated with sunlight is all but 

eliminated. In the series, sunlight is no longer an effective weapon against vampires, the 

image of the disintegrating vampire seen in Nosferatu (1922) or the burning vampire formed 

on the screen in the Hammer films of the 1960s, is replaced in Twilight by a ‘godlike 

creature’ that sparkles in the sunlight.147 The sun no longer maims, burns or disintegrates the 

vampire, but instead harmlessly reveals a divine difference by illuminating their sparkling 

skin. 

Interestingly, in Twilight, sunlight remains a representation of heavenly power, although it is 

repurposed. Rather than using sunlight as ‘a holy weapon’, situating such power in a 

Manichean framework of light able to destroy the ‘creature of darkness’; sunlight now 

symbolically reveals the vampires superhuman substance, exposing the vampire’s divinity 

through dazzling skin. In so doing, Victoria Nelson notes that ‘Meyer directly taps into the 

new Gothick sensibility of the twenty-first century that blends the monstrous with the 

divine’.148 Indeed, the Twilight vampires are recast as angelic figures that are consequently 

instilled with the ‘soul’ mytheme of divine transcendence and immortality. Indeed, Edward’s 

luminosity is depicted as divine radiance in the manner of Moses returning from Mount 

Sinai after being in the presence of God: ‘[H]e wasn’t aware that his face had become 

radiant because he had spoken to the LORD. So when Aaron and the people of Israel saw 

the radiance of Moses’ face, they were afraid to come near him’.149 In turn, Meyer refashions 

the vampire into a divine being which fundamentally reconfigures the metaphysical elements 

of the vampire mythos.  

Certainly, the vampire’s physical beauty is heavily emphasised in The Twilight Saga, 

particularly when Edward reveals his true form in the sunlight to Bella. He is described as 

follows:  

Edward in the sunlight was shocking. I couldn’t get used to it, though I’d been 
staring at him all afternoon. His skin, white despite the faint flush from yesterday’s 
hunting trip, literally sparkled, like thousands of tiny diamonds were embedded in 
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the surface. He lay perfectly still in the grass, his shirt open over his sculpted, 
incandescent chest, his scintillating arms bare. His glistening, pale lavender lids 
were shut, though of course he didn’t sleep. A perfect statue, carved in some 
unknown stone, smooth like marble, glittering like crystal.150 

This account of the vampire is drastically different from earlier filmic adaptations of 

vampires burning in the sunlight. Rather, this image captivates Bella, via its dazzling and 

statuesque form.151 Although there is a focus upon Edward’s physicality it is understood 

mainly via the otherness of his ‘alien’ skin. As such, Edward’s lost vampiric physical 

dominance is emphasised, he becomes something not to be feared, but rather something to 

be revered. As such, Edward can be seen as subverting a normative masculinity. Indeed, we 

see a contrast between the hidden ethereal, almost feminised, body of Edward, and the 

overtly displayed masculine body of Jacob. In the same way that Edward is fetishized 

through his interiority or spirit (‘he had the most beautiful soul, more beautiful than his 

brilliant mind or his incomparable face or his glorious body’), Jacob is described through his 

physicality.152  

Jacob, a werewolf, can be seen as representing the late nineteenth-century corporeal version 

of masculinity, as Chantal Bourgault du Coudray describes, these representations ‘often 

displayed the male body in outdoor, competitive, or martial contexts, emphasising qualities 

such as muscularity, physical endurance, and brotherly camaraderie’.153 Likewise, Jacob’s 

‘muscularity’ is emphasised in depictions of his body, his defined torso, squared jaw and 

muscular arms are the predominant characteristics that the audience encounters. Thus, as 

Jessica Taylor surmises, through lingering camera shots in the film and descriptive imagery 

in the novels, Jacob is eroticised in order to satisfy the ‘increasingly active female gaze’.154 

In the course of his ‘phasing’ into a werewolf, several physical superhuman abilities are 

revealed, including exceptional strength, speed, and athleticism. As part of his 

transformation, Jacob is also initiated into a primarily male pack of werewolves, who are 

connected by a psychic ability to hear the thoughts of the other members of the pack. This 

‘brotherly camaraderie’ is also conveyed externally by obtaining a tribal tattoo. In this way, 

Jacob’s werewolf nature epitomises a form of reclaimed fraternal masculinity that 

regenerates and invigorates, Bourgault du Coudray continues, ‘men’s ability to contribute 
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positively to their society and culture, and in particular their relationships with women and 

children’.155 Indeed, this is the reason given in Twilight for the dormant werewolf gene in the 

Quileute tribe. A select few warriors would metamorphose into wolves to protect their land, 

women, and children from the threat of vampires.  

In the twentieth-century vampire narratives wherein sunlight revealed the demonic nature of 

the figure, we can interpret that the sunlight in Twilight reveals the opposite; it instead 

uncovers an angelic form, reenchanted by the explicit and implicit application of soul 

mythemes. Under Bella’s scrutiny, Edward is depicted via theological analogies that link 

him to angelic forms. This is exemplified when Bella says, ‘I couldn’t imagine how an angel 

could be any more glorious’.156 In turn, Edward is cast as opposing the image of the demonic 

vampire found in pre-Rice vampire narratives. Instead, his skin’s appearance along with his 

superhuman strength, adoption of moral imperatives and abstinence represents an angelic or 

saintly beatification of the vampire figure.  

Of course, the vampire narrative has always engaged with supernatural themes and 

ontological conundrums. As Marijane Osborn notes vampires are ‘inherently liminal 

creatures’.157 Who, Fred Botting writes, ‘uncannily straddl[e] the borders between life and 

death’.158 Thus, the vampire’s mere presence in these texts reveals the experience of the 

supernatural and the invisible image of the divine. Though in the case of Twilight, it is the 

vampires themselves who are instances divinity. Indeed, Edward’s sparkling body resembles 

depictions of the divine and immortal soul. In particular, Edward’s luminosity evokes soul 

mythemes established in theological conceptions of the body and soul. As Victoria Nelson 

remarks:  

The sparkling body has immediate associations with the diamond or rainbow body 
of Tibetan Buddhism, the normally invisible sheath surrounding the physical body 
that connects consciousness to the transcendent realm. After death, the diamond 
body, like the Christian resurrection body or the Gnostic ‘radiant’ astral body, 
promises immortality.159  

In Twilight, sunlight acts to reveal the ‘diamond body’ of the Twilight vampires, implicitly 

introducing a picture of the immaterial and immortal soul in a vampire narrative, by 

embodying concepts of the ‘invisible sheath’, the ‘radiant astral body’. In Twilight, Nelson 
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suggests, ‘[t]he fact that the vampires’ diamond bodies are visible to the naked eye in 

daylight strongly suggests they belong to some category of the divine, not the demonic’.160  

The repetition of this theme in The Twilight Saga prompts the audience to consider the 

vampire as spiritual. Thus, Edward becomes a post-secular cultural site, a profane space in 

which people can imagine the sacred or divine. Even though this ‘spiritual’ dimension is not 

explicitly stated in the text, Edward’s sparkling skin in sunlight operates to implicitly 

suggest the possession of a soul, the site of divinity and immortality. Therefore, the vampire 

of popular culture has transcended its demonic origins and its new ethical imperative has 

been reinscribed onto its physical embodiment. Indeed, it is the ‘new’ vampire’s 

metaphysical restructuring that is demonstrated through their sparkling skin, which in turn 

embodies mythemes of the divine and soul.  

Post-Secular Spirituality and Notion of the Soul in Twilight 

Jamie Manson, in a column for the National Catholic Reporter, writes how, for her, Twilight 

represents a ‘generation’s intense hunger for something both beyond the secular and beyond 

the institutional’.161 Consequently, she identifies the series popularity as resulting from this 

need, proposing: 

For those coming of age in a time when religion holds little influence over their 
formation and imagination, the idea of someone offering love that is all-powerful, 
all-protecting, sacrificial and eternal is not only foreign, it’s irresistible… Eclipse 
[the third instalment in The Twilight Saga] demonstrates vividly that an eclipse of 
God is not imminent in the spiritual imaginations and longings of those living in the 
West. And Twilight isn’t operating in a vacuum. Most of pop-cultures biggest 
successes—from Lord of the Rings to Avatar to Oprah – deal rather explicitly with 
themes of morality and the spiritual path. For a good while now secular culture has 
been compensating for the deprivation created by corrupt or out-of-touch 
institutional religions.162 

Manson ascribes the increasing production and popularity of fantastic and supernatural 

literature to its ability to fill a perceived spiritual lack in culture, particularly ‘secular 

culture’ and society more broadly.163 A phenomenon made manifest by not only the broad 

secularisation process but also the existing image of institutionalised religions, contaminated 

by scandal and hypocrisy.  

Certainly, Twilight is part of a broad trend in the production and popularity of supernatural 

texts. And, although ‘the cynic might simply chalk [Twilight’s] popularity up to a passing 
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fad among a teenage audience’, its popularity does nevertheless, point to a fascination in our 

culture with the supernatural in general, and the metaphysical specifically.164 Indeed, the 

supernatural genre has a unique ability to function religiously. By existing outside the realm 

of realism, texts like Twilight can address metaphysical questions and explore religious and 

spiritual matters where theological concepts can be deployed and given dramatic shape. As 

Conrad Ostwalt proposes: 

When movies or television shows [or novels] move into the fantasy realm or the 
supernatural realm, restrictions that govern more realistic stories are removed, and 
the films are free to explore spiritual and religious issues while viewers are free to 
reflect religiously about the themes of the stories. These supernatural films free up 
the hermeneutic process to a creativity that many have never previously experienced 
in their thinking about the supernatural. Many times, a religious thinking is bound 
by orthodoxies and traditions, but by watching films that deal with the supernatural, 
viewers can be creative in their thinking about some of the same religious themes 
that are otherwise tradition-bound. Questions about good and evil, love and 
commitment, sacrifice, redemption, eternity, and the like receive treatment in these 
films and, in a sense, provide a safe haven for viewers to process their thoughts 
about spirituality unhindered and unfettered by traditional orthodoxies. In an 
exciting possibility, these films might liberate viewers to think seriously about 
spirituality in ways not sanctioned by traditional religions, which tend to promote 
only creedal formulas about spiritual matters and questions.165 

In this passage, a binary division of religion is set forth, defined either by restriction or 

freedom. Ostwalt, argues that religious experience is divided between traditional 

orthodoxies, which are based upon doctrines that are ‘tradition-bound’ and hinge on ‘creedal 

formulas’, and filmic interpretations of religion, which he defines as ‘a safe haven’, ‘free’ 

and ‘liberate[d]’ from such rigid conventions. By employing such a distinction, Ostwalt 

contends that not only does The Twilight Saga offer its audience an opportunity to explore 

religious and spiritual matters ‘unhindered and unfettered by traditional orthodoxies’, he also 

points to a new opportunity for popular literature to offer a spiritual haven or home, a feature 

associated with the post-secular turn.166 

Indeed, Twilight engages readily with this binary exploration of religious experience, both 

those defined as ‘traditional orthodoxies’ as well as reflecting on the characters own spiritual 

liberation. The Twilight Saga, as Nybro Petersen states, ‘has the ability to promote spiritual 

and religious issues along with an emotional investment in such issues’.167 This is most 

readily perceived in the chapter ‘Stiches’ in New Moon, in which Bella and Carlisle discuss 

their own experiences of religion. The dialogue follows: 
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‘You know my father was a clergyman… He had a rather harsh view of the 
world, which I was already beginning to question before the time that I changed… 
So I didn’t agree with my father’s particular brand of faith. But never, in the nearly 
four hundred years now since I was born, have I ever seen anything to make me 
doubt whether God exists in some form or the other. Not even the reflection in the 
mirror’.  

 I pretended to examine the dressing on my arm to hide my surprise at the 
direction our conversation had taken. Religion was the last thing I expected, all 
things considered. My own life was fairly devoid of belief. Charlie considered 
himself Lutheran, but that’s what his parents had been, but Sundays he worshipped 
by the river with a fishing pole in his hand. Renee tried out a church now and then, 
but, much like her brief affairs with tennis, pottery, yoga, and French classes, she 
moved on by the time I was aware of her newest fad.  

 ‘I’m sure all this sounds a little bizarre, coming from a vampire’. He 
grinned, knowing how their casual use of that word never failed to shock me. ‘But 
I’m hoping that there is still a point to this life, even for us. It’s a long shot, I’ll 
admit’, he continued in an offhand voice. ‘By all accounts, we’re damned regardless. 
But I hope, maybe foolishly, that we’ll get some measure of credit for trying’. 

‘I don’t think that’s foolish,’ I mumbled. I couldn’t imagine anyone, deity 
included, who wouldn’t be impressed by Carlisle. Besides, the only kind of heaven I 
could appreciate would have to include Edward. ‘And I don’t think anyone else 
would, either’.  

 ‘Actually, you’re the very first one to agree with me’. 
 ‘The rest of them don’t feel the same?’ I asked, surprised, thinking of only 

one person in particular. 
 Carlisle guessed the direction of my thoughts again. ‘Edward’s with me up 

to a point. God and heaven exist… and so does hell. But he doesn’t believe there is 
an afterlife for our kind’. Carlisle’s voice was very soft; he stared out the big 
window over the sink, into the darkness. ‘You see, he thinks we’ve lost our souls’.168 

Twilight’s own theological sentiment is exemplified in this passage as it engages with the 

dilemma outlined by both Manson and Ostwalt. Bella and Carlisle’s own patchwork of 

religious experience combines to interrogate the perceived restrictions of religious 

experience as well as offer the audience the possibility of spiritual freedom. This is 

constructed somewhere between new-age spirituality, bricolage faith, and concepts of a 

higher power.  

This passage also highlights the crisis of identity that ‘traditional religions’ are experiencing. 

Scholars including Max Weber and Peter Berger argued for the inevitability of 

secularisation, that under the process of modernisation, there would no longer be a place—or 

a need—for theological, or indeed supernatural, explanations.169 As a result, religion would 

retreat to the margins of Western culture, which was evidenced by the declining attendance 

amongst the religious organizations of North America and Western Europe (particularly 

                                                           
168 Meyer (2006), 32-34. 
169 Weber, ‘Religious Rejections of the World and their Directions’ (1920/46); Berger, The Sacred Canopy 
(Garden City, NY: Anchor, Doubleday, 1967). 



116 
 

within mainline Protestantism).170 Indeed, as Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead note, 

observations about ‘the decline in faith in primary religious institutions have been amply 

confirmed by the figures showing [a] rapid decline in religious observation in the West’.171 

Remarkably, however, this decline in religious attendance was not joined by a rise in 

secularity. Rather, Heelas and Woodhead, discussing Berger, argue: 

The number of those identifying themselves as atheist or agnostic has not risen 
significantly, while the number who identify as ‘spiritual’ and who believe in a 
‘higher force’, ‘life force’ or ‘soul’ has risen—70 percent of the adult population in 
Britain now believe they have a soul. Have these people who have lost faith in 
primary institutions but not in the spiritual realm been rendered homeless? Are they 
lonely seekers of their own salvation, dredging the depths of their own selfhood in 
search of their own selfhood in search of meaning and significance? While these 
questions are still pertinent, we suggest that the spiritual scene which has unfolded 
in recent decades is one in which homelessness is not as salient a feature as it looked 
set to become from the perspective of the 1960s.172 

Heelas and Woodhead define the separate realms of religion and spirituality and argue that 

three developments have taken place to substitute for this perceived ‘homelessness’.173 

These include the cultural expression of universal spirituality opposed to ‘narrower senses’ 

of religion, the rise of ‘secondary institutions’ that cater to theological exploration and 

thirdly, ‘the detraditionalization of primary religious institutions as they shed their “iron 

cage/melting cage” characteristics and become “homes for life”.’174 However, not noted 

amongst these factors is the role of popular culture in offering a ‘new spiritual outlet’ for this 

generations ‘seekers’. In this regard, post-secular texts such as Twilight present a capacity to 

do theological work, of the like proposed by Manson and Ostwalt and counter the spread of 

religious or spiritual ‘homelessness’ outlined by Heelas and Woodhead. 

Indeed, John McClure writes how post-secular texts, such as Twilight, are ‘attempting to 

recover the moral, emotional, and ontological richness of religious life against a whole range 

of obstacles’.175 Indeed, the above scene verbalises the opportunity presented in Twilight for 

the ‘spiritual rebirth’ of its characters. Bella and Carlisle operate as ‘spiritual “works in 

progress” among a generation… well aware of their own spiritual poverty’.176 They are able 

to construct their own spiritual customs and practises against the narratives of outmoded 

religious dogma or strict unbelief that resulted for them in spiritual ‘homelessness’.  

                                                           
170See: Steve Bruce, Religion in the Modern World: From Cathedrals to Cults (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996). 
171 Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, ‘Homeless Minds Today?’, In Peter Berger and the Study of Religion, eds. 
Linda Woodhead with Paul Heelas and David Martin (London & New York: Routledge, 2001), 59. 
172 Ibid, 59. 
173 Ibid, 59-60. 
174 Ibid, 60. 
175 McClure (1997), 342. 
176 Ibid, 342. 
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This is exemplified in Twilight’s narrative through Carlisle’s dismissal of his father’s 

‘particular brand of faith’ as ‘harsh’. Instead, Carlisle establishes his own ‘faith’, one in 

which he imagines that ‘God and heaven exist… and so does hell’, and as an extension, he 

perceives that the principle of the ‘soul’ must also exist. However, he perceives his 

vampirism may supersede his soul’s innate goodness and therefore creates an imagined path 

to redemption for himself and those who follow his ethical example.  

Likewise, Bella appreciates that her upbringing had been ‘fairly devoid of belief’, led by her 

father’s casual religious affiliation and her mother’s inconsistent ‘affairs’ with all things 

including religious exploration. Instead, she seeks her own meaning in the universe, whilst 

confronted by the reality of vampires and the supernatural realm expanding before her. In 

discussing Edward and Carlisle’s crisis of soul, she expresses displeasure at a heaven 

without him and therefore begins to, in a post-secular fashion, ‘rearticulate, recombine, [and] 

remake the religious traditions’ to account for her own experiences.177 As such, Bella 

assembles together various spiritual and religious philosophies and creates her own personal 

bricolage of faith, particularly concerning the afterlife narrative, that is harmonious with her 

own perception of the world. 

Indeed, this scene seems to affirm that Twilight is a piece of post-secular culture that is 

‘compensating for the deprivation created by corrupt or out-of-touch institutional 

religions’.178 Moreover, such texts can ‘liberate viewers to think seriously about spirituality 

in ways not sanctioned by traditional religions’.179 Certainly, it is such discussions that 

define the emerging changes in the way that spiritual ‘seekers’ of the secular age, perceive 

religiosity. As Alicia Suzanne Vermeer writes: 

It is clear that American youth and emerging adults are undergoing a change in their 
religiosity, as they are tuning away from the traditional, dogmatic religion of their 
parents and grandparents. Current scholarship labels this new religiosity as 
“Moralistic Therapeutic Deism,” the “rise of the nones,” or the classification of 
“spiritual but not religious,” implying that the millennial generation is giving up on 
Christianity. However, these labels are too simplistic and do not adequately describe 
the religious imagination of this generation. Youth and young adults are not 
completely disavowing faith, religion, and God; but rather are forging new paths to 
explore religious issues and questions. They are a generation of “Seekers,” who are 
thoughtfully and relentlessly searching for answers to life’s mysteries.180 

Indeed, youth and young adults have become engaged in a reformed style of religion, one 

that Twilight appears to emulate in its treatment of theological themes. In such a way, 
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Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series is reflective of a generation’s veneration of traditional 

values regarding religion and sexuality, shaped not by dogmatic religious practices but rather 

through terms that correspond to ‘spirituality’ presented most fervently in popular cultural 

products. This is a feature of the post-secular era, where popular texts cater to a need for 

spiritual representation. Indeed, Twilight along with the other texts discussed in this thesis 

are catering for a generation of ‘seekers’, who are seeking a new sort of religiosity, one that 

offers meaning, hope, love, and security, without the judgement associated with 

institutionalised religion or the daunting self-determination associated with strict atheism.  

Thus, narratives such as Twilight have become essential to the production of Western 

cultural accounts that shape opinion on a broad range of issues including religion and God. It 

is Twilight’s inclusion of soul within the vampire narrative, as outlined through the explicit 

and implicit contemplation of soul, read through a reformed metaphysical status, ethical diet, 

code of abstinence, the focus upon the eyes, and altered effect of sunlight, that emphasises 

this individualistic approach to spirituality of the post-secular era. As the vampire is 

removed from the ontological determination that plagued it in its folkloric as well as 

nineteenth and early twentieth-century literary forms, so too, have theological themes been 

removed from the strictures of dogmatic religious practises. As such, in the new millennium, 

the two have seemingly combined in the post-secular imaginary to investigate and promote a 

popular spirituality. In so doing, Twilight becomes part of a tradition that McClure describes 

as the ‘religious [or rather ‘spiritual] resurgence in our time’.181 It is this post-secular vision 

that appears to operate throughout contemporary vampire narratives.  
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The Post-Secular Reclamation of the Soul in Eric Kripke’s Supernatural 

 
At least since the Enlightenment, most Western intellectuals have anticipated the death of religion as eagerly as 
ancient Israel awaited the Messiah… The most illustrious figures in sociology, anthropology and psychology 
have unanimously expressed confidence that their children, or surely their grandchildren, would live to see the 
dawn of a new era in which, to paraphrase Freud, the infantile illusions of religion would be outgrown. 

Rodney Stark & William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion (1985).1 

 

The human soul is not a rubber ball. It’s vulnerable, impermanent, but stronger than you know... and more 
valuable than you can imagine. 

Death, ‘Appointment in Samarra’, 6.11, Supernatural (2010). 

The episode of Supernatural entitled ‘Inside Man’, opens with Sam Winchester (brother of 

the show’s other hero, Dean Winchester), the angel Castiel, and an unnamed man, holding 

hands around a mystical table and seeking contact with the soul of Bobby Singer in heaven. 

Through specifically tuned radio waves, they ask Bobby to open the ‘Door to Heaven’, so 

the angel Castiel can abduct Metatron, the ‘Scribe of God’, and extract information on 

removing the ‘Marc of Cain’ from Dean’s arm. The unnamed man is revealed to be Oliver 

Price, a dubious psychic, who in this episode is confronted with the reality of angels, heaven, 

and souls. Consequently, his initial reaction to meeting Castiel is a defiant renunciation of 

this new reality: ‘No, you can’t be… because I’m an Atheist’. Sam retorts, ‘Not any more’.2 

This episode, beyond the metaphysical absurdities and biblical farcicalities, highlights how 

the show engages with theological accounts and religious language characteristic of the post-

secular vision. Moreover, this scene demonstrates how Supernatural is bound up in 

Christian metanarratives in which, along with God, angels, demons and demi-gods, the 

metaphysical construction of the soul is also tangible.  

In so doing, Supernatural appears to break from the secular norm of television, 

demonstrating a post-secular urge to dismiss strict atheism. The show corroborates the post-

secular thesis pursued variously by Bauman, McClay, Ward, McLennan, and McClure, that 

culture, despite predictions to the contrary, remains engrossed with the ‘infantile illusions of 

religion’.3 Indeed, the show operates in its ‘mediatization’ capacity, described by Hjarvard, 

as a conduit of ideas and language that shape religious imagination, and in turn, provides an 

                                                           
1 Rodney Stark & William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival and Cult Formation 
(Berkeley, CA: University. of California, 1985), cited in eds. Julie Bach & Thomas Modl, Religion in America: 
Opposing Viewpoints (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven, 1989), 201. 
2 Eric Kripke, ‘Inside Man’, 10.17, Supernatural, Writ. Andrew Dabb, Dir. Rashaad Ernesto Green (Burbank, 
CA: Warner Brothers, 2015), DVD. 
3 See: Sigmund Freud, ‘Future of an Illusion’ (1927). In The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud 21. Edited and translated by J. Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-1975), 5-56. 
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experience of ‘moral and spiritual guidance’.4 As such, Supernatural is an example of post-

secular literature, which, McClure notes: 

[H]as been given room, by the humiliation of so many secular hopes and the 
continued vitality of religious modes of thought, by the example of modernism’s 
resistance to secularisation, and by the success of postmodern theory in undermining 
the foundations of secular certainty, to cast off literary realism’s disenchanted 
construction of reality and the self. And at the same time, they have been 
empowered by secular critiques of traditional religion, bold innovations within the 
domain of religion itself, and the emergence into audibility of a whole range of 
previously subjugated spiritual traditions, to rearticulate, recombine, remake the 
religious traditions on which they draw.5 

One such instance of Supernatural ‘undermining’ ‘secular certaint[ies]’ is its determined 

revival of an immortal and divine soul. Indeed, Supernatural’s particular rearticulation of 

religious traditions is part of a changing register in the expression of religious experience in 

youth-oriented television. Arguably, such programs set new terms for how younger people, 

as Lynn Schofield Clark puts it, ‘come to understand religion, its stories of the supernatural, 

and their own relationship to these things’.6 Indeed, Supernatural’s own theological 

philosophy broadly based upon Christian metanarratives, like Whedon’s BtVS and Angel and 

Meyer’s Twilight Saga, engages a generation of ‘seekers’ who are seeking an experiential 

religion outside of institutionalised boundaries. In turn, the articulation of the concept of soul 

and other theological concepts in Supernatural formulates a personal spirituality advocating 

for a bricolage faith or ‘choose-your-own’ approach to religion.  

Supernatural (2005-present) created by Eric Kripke, centres upon the lives of brothers, Dean 

and Sam Winchester (Jensen Ackles and Jared Padalecki), who drive around America in a 

black Chevy Impala combating evil forces, monsters, demons, and mythological gods. 

Renewed for the fourteenth season commencing in 2018, Supernatural has become the 

longest-running fantasy and horror television series in the United States.7 Initially, the series 

followed the ‘monster-of-the-week’ format, a similar structure to that presented in Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer (1997-2003) and its spinoff Angel (1999-2004). Dean and Sam hunt these 

monsters initially as part of a mission to avenge their mother’s preternatural death. However, 

as the show evolves, their simple resolve to fight evil spirits and demons gives way to ever 

grander metaphysical conflicts in which they are groomed to take their predestined roles in 

                                                           
4 Hjarvard (2008), 24. 
5 McClure (1997), 342. 
6 Schofield Clark (2002), 808. 
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the fan-based Supernatural Magazine, regular panel sessions at Comic Con, the publication of companion books, 
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Show of All Time’ (6 May 2015). Accessed 15 Aug 2015, http://www.curiosityaroused.com/culture/the-longest-
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the celestial Manichean battle between the armies of ‘Heaven’ and ‘Hell’ which mark the 

onset of the Christian apocalypse. 

Primarily, the brothers are depicted as quintessential American ‘hunks’, whose forte is the 

immediacy of their action rather than the depth of their thinking. Series creator Eric Kripke 

acknowledged that this characterisation was central to the narrative:  

I always loved the idea that you have this very epic, highfalutin’ prophecy about 
chosen ones and end times, and then you have this blue-collar guy, who’s American 
and stubborn and cocky, walk up to it and say “Prophecy is for wussies. Go to 
Hell!” and kick it in the ass; just totally puncture it.8  

Following this description, Valenzo and Engstrom describe the brothers in terms of the 

American archetype of the Cowboy, ‘as brave, free and just—but violent—equestrian 

gunfighters’.9 They explain: ‘The Winchesters’ constant state of movement in their Impala 

(horse) around the country provides the impression they literally are on the frontier, or 

periphery, of American society… they seek out that which threatens to do harm to the 

people they protect’.10 Of course, the name ‘Winchester’ calls to mind the iconic repeating 

rifle so closely associated with the American frontier from the 1870s. Unlike other more 

cerebral demon-fighters, Sam and Dean blunder about with a charming mixture of devil-

may-care naivety and uncomplicated idealism. Over the course of the series, though, they 

are drawn into various kinds of supernatural bondage that subverts their boyish bravery and 

rudimentary morality. It is within these cases that an interpretation of the soul, which 

initially is drawn from generic concepts and mythic accounts, is developed and in so doing 

facilitates an existential dialogue. The interest of this chapter, following the basic enquiry of 

this thesis more generally, lies in Supernatural’s employment of the concept of the soul as 

satisfying the post-secular urge to reenchant literature, and thus, culture more generally. 

Sam and Dean as Performative ‘Post-Secular’ Vampires 

However, the texts included within this thesis have been selected not only because of their 

employment of the term soul but also because they feature within them the figure of the 

‘post-secular vampire’ who facilitates such theoretical dialogue. As I have been arguing 

throughout this thesis, the role of such figures is to provide an articulation of the soul in a 

post-secular world. They do this by undergoing a process of metaphysical subtraction in 

which they ‘lose’ their soul and then become engaged in meditating upon the consequences 

of this, often seeking a way of regaining this soul or at least mitigating the effects of its loss. 

                                                           
8 Eric Kripke cited in Nicholas Knight, Supernatural: The Official Companion to Season 5 (London: Titan 
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10 Ibid, 559. 
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Whilst Dean and Sam are not vampires, I nevertheless contend that the Winchester brothers 

fulfil the role of the vampire-protagonist of the kind that we see in Anne Rice’s anti-heroes 

(Lestat, Louis, and Armand), Joss Whedon’s Angel, Stephenie Meyer’s Edward, and the 

various True Blood vampires, most notably Bill and Godric. Indeed, Supernatural engages 

in grand existential dialogues concerning belief, death and afterlife, not only through its 

employment of religious metanarratives but in the same way that the vampire narrative does, 

through sustained attention to the soul and its state of flux within the vampire protagonist(s). 

So, at first, Supernatural appears to be the anomaly within the selected texts of this thesis. 

Sam and Dean are human brothers who use human methods and means to hunt and kill 

demonic forces that have destructive influences on other humans and the planet. Comparable 

to Buffy (BtVS), Sam and Dean ‘slay’ demons and vampires alike, and the brothers only 

infrequently pause to ask questions about a monster’s ethical stance, sparing only a few 

throughout the series. In this way, Sam and Dean could be readily classified within the 

vampire/monster genre as fulfilling the role of the ‘slayer’. However, it becomes clear as the 

program evolves, that they also perform the function of the post-secular vampire protagonist.  

The new vampire, as we have seen in previous chapters, has been marked by a refusal to be 

designated ‘monster’, no longer preying on human victims. Certainly, this vampire no longer 

fits into the definition of the vampire accorded to it by the encyclopaedic Vampire Book, 

which describes a vampire as ‘a reanimated corpse that rises from the grave to suck the 

blood of living people and thus retain a semblance of life’ or ‘a peculiar kind of revenant, a 

dead person who had returned to life and continued a form of existence through drinking the 

blood of the living’.11 These explanations no longer account for the diverse range of 

vampires from contemporary culture. Rather, the contemporary vampire is not presented as a 

corpse and it may not even drink blood from people (performed as a kind of ‘vegetarianism’ 

through Edward in Twilight and Stephan in TVD). Even the metaphysical nature of the 

vampire has been compromised, as the role of science is implemented into the 

transformation as a ‘pragmatic explanation’ (i.e. Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend (1954), 

Blade (1998)).12 Instead, it has developed into an abstinent, heroic, existential, domesticated, 

protagonist that is preoccupied with the status of their soul, rather than feeding on innocent 

victims or flaunting their vampiric impulses and abilities. Consequently, the vampire’s 

strictly metaphysical nature as objectified in Dracula becomes increasingly compromised, 

permitting the existence of hybrid vampires, part-human, part-vampire. Therefore, it is 

                                                           
11 J. Gordon Melton, The Vampire Book: The Encyclopedia of the Undead (Detroit, MI: Visible Ink, 2011), xxx, 
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12 See: Stacey Abbott, ‘“Cancer with a Purpose”: Putting the Vampire Under the Microscope’, Undead 
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plausible to consider the Supernatural brothers as, at least in functional terms, equivalent to 

such hybrid vampires, or what I have termed the ‘Post-Secular Vampire’. 

In The Changing Vampire of Film and Television, Tim Kane evaluates such changes in 

vampire films in respect to seven key characteristics of the vampire. These include the 

physical appearance and demeanour of the vampire; the art of the vampire bite; the process 

of the infection; the vampire expert or slayer; and the eventual destruction of the vampire. 

These areas are broken down into seven terms: ‘The Look’, ‘The Bite’, ‘The Infection’, ‘The 

Expert’, ‘The Cross’, ‘The Vampire’, and ‘The Destruction’. Kane analyses each text using a 

‘semantic-syntactic approach’ designated by these traits to ascertain a shift within the 

vampire genre.13 These seven features coincide with conventional depictions of the vampire, 

although, as Kane discovers, many contemporary vampire texts do not necessarily actualise 

each of these traits equally:  

At first glance, the vampire films of the 80s and 90s seem to go in every conceivable 
direction, totally unravelling the syntax established by the previous corpus. These 
films move away from the aristocratic realm and place the vampire within the 
context of everyday life. The vampires of the sympathetic film cycle, spanning from 
1987 to present day, come from every walk of life. As the role of the vampire 
expands, so does the traditional vampire narrative.14 

What we have in Supernatural is a logical—though perhaps contradictory—extension of the 

process that Kane describes. As the millennial vampire became ever more human and 

‘sympathetic’, inclining towards the status of a regular human protagonist, it now becomes 

possible, as happens in Supernatural, for human characters to perform as ‘vampires’ (i.e. the 

figure now recognisable as the post-Rice vampire) with minimum metaphysical 

transformation. In this way, then, the Winchester brothers occupy the attitude of the post-

secular vampire within Supernatural; that is to say, they are performative vampires within 

this new modality. 

As mentioned, Sam and Dean’s primary role in Supernatural is monster-hunter or slayer. 

They, along with several other characters (including the hunter Bobby Singer and the angel 

Castiel), fulfil the role of ‘the expert’ in Kane’s typology. This has been a key position in the 

vampire narrative since Van Helsing in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. These experts use their 

extensive esoteric knowledge to combat vampires. But in the show, Sam and Dean are 

repeatedly shown to cross sides. No longer the unencumbered hunter or privileged expert 

who uses their knowledge and reason to defeat the chthonic forces they encounter, they 

instead become ‘infected’ by the thing they are investigating and hunting; now obliged to 

                                                           
13 Tim Kane (2006), 5. 
14 Ibid, 88. Emphasis added. 
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cooperate with such malevolent forces. As such, Sam and Dean become examples of what 

Stacey Abbott calls ‘hybrid heroes’, operating as both human and other, in this instance 

vampire. Abbott contends: ‘They achieve this by embracing and embodying hybridity 

through the blurring of lines between the monstrous and the human, rather than holding onto 

outdated notions of purity’.15 Indeed, Dean and Sam’s role as expert or hunter is not one 

defined by ‘purity’ or holy mission, a position held by Van Helsing in Dracula, and 

perpetuated in later adaptations (i.e. Dracula 2000 (2000), Van Helsing (2004)). In fact, they 

resist pre-ordained destinies in order to preserve their free will, and if necessary cooperate 

with demons, werewolves and vampires alike (the usual targets of the hunter) in order to 

resist greater malevolent forces. As such their ‘hunter’ or ‘expert’ status is supplemented as 

they incorporate monstrous elements, or in Kane’s terminology the ‘infection’, into their 

human body, and thus, they become defined by their hybridity. 

One such ‘infection’ is shown in the episode ‘Live Free or Twihard’, a particularly poignant 

example as Dean is, in fact, turned into a vampire. In Kane’s typology, this is classified as an 

‘infection’ and takes two forms in the vampire genre. The first ‘deals with how the victim of 

a vampire attack ultimately responds to vampirism’.16 Initially Dean, in true slayer fashion, 

insists upon being killed before the metaphysical transformation can be completed. 

Fortuitously, there exists a cure that will enable Dean to revert to his human self if he can 

refrain from drinking human blood.17 Kane’s second characteristic of the ‘infection’, 

concerns ‘how the new vampire deals with the life and conditions of vampirism’.18 Initially, 

Dean develops an insatiable thirst to drink human blood and resulting from his denial of the 

blood, he experiences hypersensitivity to sound and light. Indeed, as a vampire Dean 

possesses all the basic abilities attributed to the vampire within the Supernatural lore, 

notably, enhanced hearing, sensitivity to sunlight, regeneration, and immortality, the ability 

to sense fellow vampires, as well as increased strength and physical abilities. He also 

develops vampire fangs, which gradually encroach over his human teeth. Moreover, Dean’s 

infection forces him to consider the sacrifices he must make by becoming embroiled in this 

metaphysical world, including foregoing a ‘normal’ human existence and relationship. 

However, when Dean is cured, and this transformation is reversed, the audience notes that 

this ‘infection’ remains. Indeed, both pre- and post-infection, Dean’s exhibits a ‘hybridity’ in 

which such enhanced abilities, usually reserved for vampires, including regeneration, the 

ability to hunt, as well as increased strength and physical abilities persist.  
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Indeed, a crucial part of the vampire typology is immortality, and Dean and Sam, though 

‘uninfected’, are essentially immortal. Although the brothers die on several occasions in the 

series, they are rejuvenated or resurrected in each of these instances. For example, during the 

second season whilst battling demonic forces Sam is killed, so, in a Faustian pact, a 

distraught Dean sells his soul to resurrect Sam.19 Consequently, Sam is resurrected and Dean 

is viciously mauled by hellhounds and dragged to ‘Hell’.20 After which, Dean is shortly 

resurrected by the angel Castiel in order that Dean might fulfil his role as the Archangel 

Michael’s vessel. Another instance is in the episode, ‘Dark Side of the Moon’, when Sam 

and Dean are again killed, this time by two other hunters who blame them for bringing about 

the ‘Apocalypse’.21 In this episode, it is revealed to the brothers that they have died and been 

to ‘Heaven’ on many occasions. Indeed, Dean has the distinction of dying the most in the 

show, in part due to the episode ‘Mystery Spot’, where Dean is killed approximately one 

hundred times on a repeating Tuesday, caught in a time loop by the ‘Trickster’ (the angel 

Gabriel), who subsequently brings him back to life.22 Yet again, at the end of the fifth 

season, to stop the ‘Apocalypse’ Sam throws himself and Lucifer into ‘The Pitt’ (‘Lucifer’s 

Cage’), seemingly deceased, yet once again he is soon resurrected, albeit without a soul. 

Likewise, in the Season Nine finale, ‘Do You Believe in Miracles?’ Dean is killed by the 

angel Metatron, but is brought back by the ‘First Blade’, this time as a demon. Even this 

demonic resurrection, however, is impermanent as Sam finds a way to restore Dean’s human 

soul. Sam and Dean have died multiple times, yet they are still alive, hence, immortality 

appears to be a gift that they share with their vampire counterparts. 

As has become apparent in the evaluation of both Angel and Edward in the previous 

chapters, the existential problem of the post-secular vampire derives from the conflict 

between their drive to drink blood (what Kane calls ‘the bite’) and their desire to respect 

human ethics. Although Dean and Sam do not continually crave human blood, they do both 

suffer from vices over the series that could be compared to the vampire’s need for blood. For 

instance, Sam is shown to possess talents such as telekinesis and precognitive abilities 

(manifesting as visions), resulting from the ‘infection’ of demon blood given to him as a 

baby. To encourage this hybridity, in order that he might enhance these powers and defeat 

other demons, Sam is encouraged to drink more demon blood; enabling him to exorcise 

demons from their human vessels through cognitive forces. However, Sam becomes 

addicted to the blood and the power it afforded him. Though he is told to stop by Dean, he 

                                                           
19 ‘All Hell Breaks Loose: Part 1’, 2.21, Supernatural (2007); ‘All Hell Breaks Loose: Part 2’, 2.22, Supernatural 
(2007).  
20 ‘No Rest for the Wicked’, 3.16, Supernatural (2008). 
21 ‘Dark Side of the Moon’, 5.16, Supernatural (2010). 
22 ‘Mystery Spot’, 3.11, Supernatural (2008).  



126 
 

comes to crave this blood. A confliction that is likewise found in other post-secular 

vampires, including Rice’s ethical vampire Louis who ‘fetishizes and refuses food’.23 

Similarly, in the ninth season Dean procures the biblical curse, the ‘Mark of Cain’ in order 

to defeat the newest ‘monster of the week’, Abaddon (Alaina Huffman).24 However, a side 

effect of this hybridity is that he exhibits an all-consuming need to kill, though his ethical 

imperative fights against this desire. In this way, the show repeatedly presents the brothers 

as conflicted between their libidinal needs and their ethical mission.  

Dean and Sam also exemplify the postmodern vampire through their droll repartee and pop-

culture references, which was such a distinctive feature in the Whedon.25 Moreover, the 

Winchester brothers represent the vampire fraternal relationship as, to use a popular 

expression, a ‘Bromance’. This homosocial friendship is prominent in other post-secular 

vampire texts, including Whedon’s Angel and Spike, True Blood’s Bill and Eric, and The 

Vampire Diaries’ Stefan and Damon. Indeed, Supernatural is defined by its fraternal 

relationship, to such an extent that executive story-editor Sera Gamble described the show as 

‘the epic love story of Sam and Dean’.26 According to many Supernatural fans, the primary 

appeal of the series lies not in the ‘monster of the week’ narratives, but in the intense 

relationship between the brothers. This relationship has inspired an enormous amount of fan 

fiction that explores the nature of their relationship, a significant portion of which, writes 

Catherine Tosenberger, ‘speculates that the brothers’ love for one another is far more than 

brotherly’.27  

This ‘bromance’ also extends beyond the fraternal bond and like in other post-Rice vampire 

texts extends to a familial dimension. Within this thesis, each of the selected vampire texts 

are comprised of strong family bonds. The Vampire Chronicles, BtVS, Angel, Twilight, True 

Blood, as well as and The Vampire Diaries, all posit a family unit consisting of vampires and 

humans. Thus, the family unit appears to be a significant trope within the post-secular 

vampire narrative. As in the aforementioned texts, family is treated seriously in 

                                                           
23 Tomc (1997), 107. 
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Supernatural, not only through the fraternal relationship between the two leading male roles, 

but also through a sense of obligation to their deceased parents (Mary and John Winchester) 

and pseudo-parents (Bobby Singer and Jodie Mills), as well as adopting other ‘brothers’ 

over the series (Adam, Garth, Castiel and Jack), sometimes designated as ‘Team Free 

Will’.28 

In these various ways, then, the brothers can be read as embodying the ‘ensouled’ vampire 

protagonist even if they are not categorically established as vampires in formal terms. They 

are, you might say, part-time vampires, exemplifying the new humanised post-secular 

vampire. As William Patrick Day explains: 

The central event in vampire stories over the last thirty years is the transformation 
from monster or object of covert fascination into a protagonist embodying our 
utopian aspirations to freedom, self-acceptance, self-expression, and community 
outside the restrictions and limitations of conventional middle-class American 
society. 29 

Undeniably, Dean and Sam epitomise these values as they seek to liberate themselves from 

the meta-narratives dictated to them by external forces, whilst maintaining their individual 

agency. As Eric Kripke remarked in an interview: ‘the core concern of the show is free will 

versus destiny. And when you’re destined to do something, can you rail against it?’30 Dean 

and Sam, like the vampire that Day delineates above is not motivated by the singular act of 

consumption that typified the original literary vampire, but instead by more general ‘utopian 

aspirations’ of ‘freedom’, ‘self-acceptance’, and ‘self-expression’. 

Significantly, Sam and Dean operate in the role of the ‘post-secular vampire’ as they too 

adopt a corporeal hybridity between human and monster and are presented with the 

predicament of metaphysical and ontological change. In particular, by undergoing a 

metaphysical subtraction in which they ‘lose’ their soul and then must meditate upon the 

consequences of such a loss, the brothers fulfil the role of the post-secular vampire 

protagonist of the kind defined in this thesis. Furthermore, through the brother’s own 

unconventional handling of metaphysical conundrums, they express the ‘seekers’ 

philosophy, looking for new opportunities for spiritual and religious experience. Thus, 

whilst Dean and Sam are not vampires in the traditional sense, I nevertheless contend that 

they are performative vampires of the post-secular vision. As such, Supernatural engages in 

post-secular dialogues, contemplating the role of religion and belief in the series, not only 
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due to the employment of religious metanarratives, but in the same way that the millennial 

vampire narrative does, through sustained attention to the soul.  

The Soul in Supernatural 

As I have been arguing throughout this thesis, it is possible to see the contemporary vampire 

as symptomatic and illustrative of the post-secular moment. In particular, the reclamation of 

the term ‘soul’—inextricably linked to the vampire mythos—can be read as a post-secular 

reclamation of a term that has been neglected in cultural studies from the mid-twentieth-

century onwards. As Sarah Cooper writes, in her study of the ‘soul’ in film theory:  

The unease with or outright abandonment of the term [soul…] is not only to be 
explained by theorists wishing to take distance from earlier political and religious 
coinages of the term. In the era of post-structuralism, which dates from the late 
1960s, the emphasis placed on the cultural formation and discursive constitution of 
identity threw into question attempts to find any such thing as its core or essence. To 
promote belief in the soul would re-introduce the very essentialism that theoretical 
argument was seeking to deconstruct, and would have been deemed regressive rather 
than progressive. Strategic essentialist deployment of ‘soul’ may have been vital to 
African-American adherents of the Black Power Movement in the 1960s, for whom 
it defined black identity with impassioned, revolutionary zeal, but critical theory 
more generally could not follow suit. It is not anti-essentialism either, then, that 
accounts for its less frequent presence in film theorizing since the 1960s. Rather, the 
intermittent presence of the term in recent years has far more to do with a prevailing 
philosophical and scientific culture in which the body—whatever gender, creed, 
nationality, or race—is taken increasingly to surpass the need for any further 
explanatory principle. It is this culture that informs contemporary film theorizing 
and its reflections on its inheritance from the classical era.31 

With Cooper’s comments in mind, we can see how the body replaced discussions of the soul 

in literary theory. Indeed, as the body became the pivotal point for contemporary film 

theory, the soul withdrew from cultural products of the twentieth-century. However, we see 

that the millennial vampire texts are a part of the movement to re-sacralise and re-

essentialise the human subject/body. This stems from a post-secular climate, in which terms 

like ‘spirituality’ flourish, and ‘religion’ is treated with suspicion. Indeed, soul is reclaimed 

in such texts in order to overcome rigid secular frameworks that have controlled not only 

expressions of spirituality, beliefs or religious practices in culture, but also the body.  

In Supernatural, the concept of soul is represented within the show in three main ways. It is 

useful to spell these out, as they are broadly indicative of the conceptual apparatus of the 

soul that operates in other post-secular vampire texts. The first usage of soul in Supernatural 

is seen via the disembodied ‘spirit’ or ‘ghost’ that persists after the death of the body. The 

second usage is to examine the question of ‘soullessness’—whose closure would be the 

release, return or redemption of this soul. In this way, the show equates the soul with the 
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capacity for ethical thought and action. As such, the third usage depicts the soul in the show 

as sufferance, the site of punishment and restriction. These overlapping usages and 

representations are crucial to the way that the soul functions within the series as a key 

signifier in a broader set of theological enquiries.  

The Disembodied Soul 

In the first episode of Season Two, ‘In My Time of Dying’, Dean is comatose after being in 

a car accident and undergoes an ‘out-of-body’ experience, in which he is greeted by a 

‘Reaper’, named Tessa, a servant of Death (Julian Richings), who has come to collect his 

soul. Dean refuses to ‘move on’, to leave his body and go with her (another instance of his 

pseudo-vampire immortality). Yet, Tessa explains: ‘I can’t make you come with me. But 

you’re not getting back in your body. And that’s just facts. So yes, you can stay. You’ll stay 

here for years. Disembodied, scared, and over the decades it’ll probably drive you mad. 

Maybe you’ll even get violent…. How do you think angry spirits are born? They can’t let go 

and they can’t move on. And you’re about to become one. The same thing you hunt.32 It is 

within this discussion, that the show’s initial premise for the body and soul connection is 

outlined. 

This conversation demonstrates how the show understands the formation of human beings. 

Namely, that humans are defined by the permanent connection between two separate and 

very distinct parts, the body and the soul. When a human dies the soul is released from the 

body and a ‘Reaper’ comes to collect the inner essence of that person. Meanwhile, the body 

is left behind to decompose. This dualistic treatment of body and soul, recalls the conception 

of Platonic dualism that was likewise found in BtVS and Angel. This much is fairly 

conventional in the thinking about the soul: the soul is the fundamental, life-giving, and 

immortal part of a person, whereas the body is secondary: the earthly shell.  

This conversation also outlines one of the ways in which the soul is depicted in the series. 

The soul that does not accompany their reaper, remains on Earth separated from their body 

and becomes an angry vengeful ghost or confused spirit.33 The show has been concerned 

with this facet of human construction since the pilot episode, in which the brothers battle a 

‘Woman in White’, the ghost of a woman who whilst, we are told, ‘suffering from 

temporary insanity’ murdered her children and committed suicide.34 In every season of the 

show, earthbound souls have been depicted as the ‘monster of the week’, from the ghost of 

H.H. Holmes in ‘No Exit’, ghosts of past Hollywood actors and crewmen led by a 
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necromancer in ‘Hollywood Babylon’, and the demon Lilith raises ‘The Witnesses’, spirits 

of the dead, to attack hunters in ‘Are You There, God? It’s Me, Dean Winchester’. These 

ghosts we are told are disembodied souls who cannot ‘move on’ and the brothers must 

reason with them, or salt and burn their remains, to force this transition. 

There are also some disembodied souls that are depicted in a more sympathetic way in the 

show, these are designated as ‘spirits’. An example of this is seen in the episode ‘Bad Boys’, 

through the transformation of Timmy’s Mother, who is bound to Earth by her connection to 

her son, initially she is one of the spirits that Sam and Dean seek to destroy, as she is killing 

people who upset her son. However, assisted by Sam and Dean, Timmy convinces his 

Mother that he will be okay on his own, and with this liberating knowledge, the burnt and 

distorted corporal image that had been imprinted on her soul, a result of the car accident in 

which she died (also significant of her spiritual deformity) lifts away to reveal a divine, 

perfect vision of herself. She then dissolves, revealing an orb of light that rises and vanishes. 

This trope of the restored visage is likewise seen in the episode ‘Roadkill’, through the spirit 

of Molly McNamara, who, unaware that she died in a car accident, every year returns to 

relive the accident and look for her husband. When Dean and Sam reveal to Molly that her 

husband survived the crash and she was dead, that in fact she is a disembodied soul, a spirit, 

she is resolved to ‘move on’. In that moment she is lit internally, her face reflects a sense of 

peace and her spirit disappears with the sunrise.  

In this same episode, the fate of Molly’s soul is contrasted with that of the ghost Jonah 

Greely. Greely, who was killed in the same accident, annually seeks out Molly to torture her 

for killing him. Unlike the spirit of Molly, and Timmy’s mother, who are ultimately depicted 

as luminous souls, Greely is depicted as both corpse and ghost, monstrous in his 

‘abjectness’. The abject a term developed by Julia Kristeva refers to the human reaction to 

anything ‘where meaning collapses’ where ‘identity, system, order… borders, positions, 

[and] rules’ are disturbed.35 This is exemplified via the portrayal of the corpse, as Kristeva 

suggests, ‘The corpse, seen without God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It 

is death infecting life. Abject’.36 Indeed, by showing Greely’s corpse in the episode, the 

show demonstrates the abject horror of the corpse as well as ghosts, and how they operate as 

an affront to the natural order by simulating life in death. This abjection is particularly 

exemplified after Sam begins to burn Greely’s corpse, and his soul, manifesting elsewhere, 

simultaneously catches fire.37  
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Indeed, this follows through to the depiction of the disembodied soul in Supernatural, 

wherein, depending on whether the being had been corrupted by earthly evils, the soul is 

depicted as either light or darkness. The soul deemed ‘pure’ is therefore represented by light 

(i.e. the souls of angels), and the ‘evil’ soul is depicted as darkness (i.e. the souls of 

demons). Typically within the show when the soul is depicted outside of its ‘physical shell’ 

or ‘spiritual body’ (i.e. ghost), it is depicted as an orb of light. This conveys a Manichean 

quality in such depictions. As Michael Mendelson writes: 

The Manicheans proposed a powerful, if somewhat mythical and philosophically 
awkward explanation of the problem of evil: there is a perpetual struggle between 
co-eternal principles of Light and Darkness (good and evil, respectively), and our 
souls are particles of Light which have become trapped in the Darkness of the 
physical world. By means of sufficient insight and a sufficiently ascetic life, 
however, one could eventually, over the course of several lives, come to liberate the 
Light within from the surrounding Darkness, thus rejoining the larger Light of which 
the soul is but a fragmented and isolated part.38 

The concept of the soul as light is expressed in the episode ‘Mother’s Little Helper’, in 

which Sam stumbles on a case where people’s souls are being removed. The soulless people 

commit heinous crimes and are arrested as a result. Within their cells their behaviour is 

disturbing, and the walls are covered in words written in their own blood, including ‘shell’, 

‘missing’, and ‘empty’. Significantly within this example, the soul is visualized apart from 

the body. When Sam finds these abducted souls, they are brilliant, bright, white balls of 

energy stored in glass jars and when released from this containment they return— ‘fly right 

back home’— to their human body.39 

In such moments, the construction of the soul in Supernatural follows the resurrection 

theology of Origen (Oregenes Adamantius), the most important theologian and biblical 

scholar of the early Greek Church. Origen taught about the resurrection of the spiritual body, 

rather than the flesh. In a discussion of Origen, J.N.D. Kelly in Early Christian Doctrines, 

explains that Origen’s belief ‘in the spirituality and immortality of the soul’ attempted to 

mediate between Christian dogma and an underlying Platonic ontology of ideal forms.40 For 

Origen, and the early Christian theologians, the soul was intimately connected to the 

foundational miracle of Christ’s resurrection. Origen sought to maintain the presence of the 

body in salvation, but avoid, as Kelly puts it, ‘the crude literalism which pictured the body as 

being reconstituted, with all its physical functions, at the last day’.41 Origen explains his 

concept of the spiritual body in the third book of De Principiis: 
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[O]ur flesh is supposed by ignorant men and unbelievers to be destroyed after death, 
in such a degree that it retains no relic at all of its former substance. We, however, 
who believe in its resurrection, understand that a change only has been produced by 
death, but that its substance certainly remains; and that by the will of its Creator, and 
at the time appointed, it will be restored to life; and that a second time a change will 
take place in it, so that what at first was flesh (formed) out of earthly soil, and was 
afterwards dissolved by death, and again reduced to dust and ashes (‘For dust you 
are’, it is said, ‘and to dust shall you return’), will be again raised from the earth, and 
shall after this, according to the merits of the indwelling soul, advance to the glory 
of a spiritual body.42 

The explanation of the resurrection advanced by Origen began with the idea that after the 

resurrection, the spiritual substance of the being, the soul, will mirror the form of the body 

that they bore on earth, what he called the ‘distinctive form’. Although, this resurrected form 

was not made of ‘flesh’—which he declared would be unsuitable for the spiritual realm of 

God or Heaven—instead, a ‘spiritual body’ would be resurrected. Likewise, Supernatural 

presents an image of the soul after bodily death as a ‘spiritual body’, a ghost or spirit that 

maintains the form of their ‘vessel’. Within the show’s mythos there remains an innate 

connection between the soul and physical body, which is demonstrated through the 

representation of the disembodied soul as the image of the mortal and material body.  

Another important facet of the show’s discourse surrounding the soul and bodily death is the 

concept, seen above, of ‘moving on’. Supernatural posits that at the moment of death, the 

soul is separated from the body and is directed (‘moved on’) to another realm of existence. 

This raises the question, ‘moved on’ to where? Supernatural holds back this revelation until 

the later seasons, in which the concepts of afterlife are explored. Supernatural’s cosmology 

reimagines the after-life for human souls in line with doctrine from monotheistic religions of 

the Abrahamic tradition (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). Likewise, the show advances the 

reward and punishment philosophy of heaven and hell, and this language finds expression 

within the show. Indeed, the afterlife is represented as the dichotomy between the realms of 

‘Heaven’ and ‘Hell’ in Supernatural, though, reimagined in the story as personalised 

holding rooms for the soul, so that each soul enters its unique personalised afterlife. This 

mechanistic view of the universe seen via its depiction of individuated heavens and hells is a 

significant theological shift from the collectivised realms of Christian tradition.  

Regardless, the show is founded within an eschatology in line with established Christian 

ideas, particularly regarding the fate of the soul. The enticement of heaven and the threat of 

hell have always been fundamental to Christian thinking, although in the Old Testament they 
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are vaguely depicted. As Hugh Rayment-Pickard writes, ‘hell was conceived of as “sheol” or 

“a pit’ of darkness; heaven was either thought of as the sky and the stars in the firmament, or 

in metaphors of celestial dwelling’.43 However, in the New Testament these concepts are 

firmly embedded, particularly in the ‘Book of Revelation’, where ‘Heaven’ is revealed to be 

inhabited by angelic beings, to contain the throne of God’s judgement, it is here that other 

details, such as the ‘pearly gates’ of popular lore are also found.44 Moreover, ‘Revelation’ 

reveals the basic conception of what Rayment-Pickard calls, ‘a triple decker cosmology’.45  

Indeed, Supernatural represents this cosmology with ‘Heaven’ above, ‘Hell’ below and 

Earth in between, and places an ‘M.I.A.’ or deist God (subsequently revealed to be the 

prophet ‘Chuck’) and his angels, against ‘The King of Hell’ (whether the fallen angel 

Lucifer, or Crowley a demonic businessman), and his various demons, with Earth and 

human beings existing between these two worlds. Furthermore, Supernatural explores the 

Roman-Catholic tradition of ‘Purgatory’, ‘a third possible post-mortem destination’ a place 

of purification for those that die though are not yet ready for heaven.46 In Supernatural, 

‘Purgatory’ is depicted as the location for the soul of monsters, such as Leviathan, Vampires 

and Werewolves, where they must perpetually kill one another to survive. The process of 

‘moving on’ is completed when the soul is taken to one of these locations (‘Heaven’, ‘Hell’, 

or ‘Purgatory’) depending on how the being lived on Earth. As such, the show advances a 

modern-day depiction of an outmoded cosmology and uses the concept of the soul to recast 

the afterlife in terms that echo the individualistic philosophies of post-secular spirituality. 

One of the overarching themes of Supernatural is determining the value of a human soul and 

why angels and demons are so concerned with acquiring them. Amongst the various 

qualities attributed to the soul over the series, they are also described as an element, linked 

to a celestial energy, which possess a distinct value—an economic value. The worth of the 

soul is first discussed in the episode ‘Crossroad Blues’, through the tale of Robert Johnson, 

who makes a deal with a demon at the crossroads, asking to be the greatest blues guitarist 

that ever lived in exchange for his soul. In the episode, Dean and Sam strive to help others 

who have made similar Faustian pacts, by battling ‘hellhounds’ who come to collect the fee, 

the soul. The concept of the soul as valuable is reinforced and further explored in the sixth 

season. Indeed, the soul narrative dominates Season Six of Supernatural, first through the 

loss of Sam’s soul, and second through the value and power of the soul. Death hints at the 
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value of souls in ‘Appointment in Samarra’, saying to Dean: ‘The human soul is not a rubber 

ball. It’s vulnerable, impermanent, but stronger than you know... and more valuable than you 

can imagine’.47 The Angel Balthazar likewise refers to souls as ‘the only thing left of 

value’.48 This value is due to the power innate within the soul, it is revealed that angels and 

demons are able to channel the energy of souls to strengthen their own supernatural power. 

The soul’s potential power and value climaxes in Crowley and Castiel’s search for 

‘Purgatory’, with the possibility of siphoning all of these souls inhabiting that dimension as 

energy to conquer ‘Heaven’ or ‘Hell’. Indeed, when Castiel opens the gate and absorbs all of 

Purgatory’s souls, he becomes supremely powerful and declares himself a new ‘god’. This 

vlaue speaks to the concept of spirit or soul originally referring to an internal light, a vital 

life source or energy. Indeed, the idea of the soul, tells Roazzi, Nyhof and Johnson, 

‘emerge[s] not from concepts of mind and agency but from concepts of life and energy’.49 

Likewise, Supernatural draws upon such an analogy to signify the divinity of the soul and 

perpetuate the idea of individual grace provided by the creator ‘God’.  

Soullessness in Supernatural 

In the Supernatural universe many theological concepts are debated, including the existence 

and nature of God, yet the presence of the soul is not. In other words, its existence is 

assumed and taken for granted by the main characters. However, whilst the existence of the 

soul is assumed, the nature and qualities of this soul are very much at issue in the program 

and form an explicit ground of enquiry. The Supernatural Season Six DVD disk set includes 

a featurette that discusses the idea of the soul, entitled ‘Supernatural and the Quest for the 

Soul’. The featurette offers various observations on the soul referencing Plato, Descartes, 

and Christian conceptualisations, and attributes numerous metaphysical qualities to the 

concept of soul. The soul is labelled as the eternal, immortal and divine part of a person, the 

source of ‘conscience’ and ‘morality’. Even so, the precise function of the term soul in the 

Supernatural context remains unclear.  

Mostly, the soul within Supernatural appears to operate in much the same way as in BtVS 

and Angel. The soul is discussed reverently, regarded as the crucial part of a human being, 

and is considered to be responsible for ethical knowledge (what we have established as 

Freud’s Super-Ego). Likewise, the function of the soul is portrayed in Supernatural through 

the contrasting characterisation of Dean and Sam, as figures of the post-secular vampire, 

who lose and regain their soul. In this way, we are given an estimation of the soul’s function 
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by being presented with characters who ‘lose’ their soul and therefore, must meditate upon 

its metaphysical and ontological dimensions. This was the procedure that was exercised 

through the character of Angel in Whedon’s televisual texts. Although in that case, the 

procedure was reversed, the vampire ‘recovered’ the soul and hence, was confronted with 

emotions and ethical dilemmas that had not impeded him previously. In Supernatural, 

however, it is the performance of soullessness that reveals the dimensions of the soul in the 

show.  

Supernatural’s narrational lore is broadly based upon a Christian theology that presupposes 

figures such as God, the Devil, angels and demons, as well as considering themes such as 

resurrection and the apocalypse. Season Three of the series saw the introduction of a more 

Christian-focused mythology that has remained in the subsequent seasons. This originated 

with the resurrection of Dean’s soul from ‘Hell’—an act that served as a precursor to 

Supernatural’s introduction of the apocalypse narrative as well as the reality of ‘Heaven’ 

and ‘angels’. The apocalyptic scenario was one that was implemented regularly in the 

Buffyverse. Indeed, Whedon positioned his multiple apocalypses as the seasonal backdrop 

for BtVS and Angel, leading one character to ponder: ‘When I saw you stop the world from, 

you know, ending, I just assumed that was a big week for you. It turns out I suddenly find 

myself needing to know the plural of apocalypse’.50 Likewise, Sam and Dean save the world 

from ending on more than one occasion. Unlike BtVS however, Supernatural’s 

apocalypse(s) adopt a far more intensive theological undertone, even directly alluding to 

biblical stories and figures.  

Indeed, the first apocalypse the brothers avert is, in typical Manichean fashion, set between 

the armies of good (led by ‘Heaven’ and the Archangel Michael) and the armies of darkness 

(led by ‘Hell’ and the ‘fallen’ Archangel Lucifer). According to the series mythology, the 

Archangels Michael and Lucifer must first find a preordained vessel (a human body) to 

inhabit in order to have regenerative strength on Earth.51 These vessels are the bodies of 

Dean and Sam; as descendants of the biblical brothers Cain and Abel, they have been 

predestined to take part in this grand metaphysical conflict. However, Dean and Sam 

struggle to maintain their agency, and opt to defend humanity, sarcastically designating 

themselves ‘Team Free Will’. Despite this, their half-brother Adam is discovered, and his 

vessel is conquered by the Archangel Michael. To prevent the apocalypse, Sam constructs a 

plan that permits Lucifer to use his ‘vessel’. He suggests that his consciousness will be able 

to momentarily (post-possession) govern his body and throw himself (containing Lucifer) 

                                                           
50 ‘A New Man’, 4.12, Buffy the Vampire Slayer (2000)  
51 This narrative of the Devil as Lucifer is in keeping with John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), in which Lucifer 
is depicted as a fallen angel. The concept of the devil as a fallen angel also appears in Anne Rice’s Memnoch the 
Devil (1995). 



136 
 

and Adam (containing Michael) into ‘Lucifer’s Cage’. Sam’s consciousness does indeed 

prevail, and he is able to trap both Michael and Lucifer and their vessels in this celestial 

prison, thus averting the apocalypse. This is seemingly the end of the series, and was in fact 

designed as such by Kripke, however, the final shot of the fifth season shows Sam watching 

Dean as he sits down to a meal: Sam has escaped ‘the cage’.52  

Season Six begins one year after this and considers who Sam is after this experience. As the 

season progresses it becomes evident that there is something ‘wrong’ with Sam, ‘he’s just 

different’ explains Dean, ‘something is just not right’.53 In the episode ‘Family Matters’, it is 

revealed that not all of Sam was resurrected from ‘the cage’, whilst Sam’s body was 

restored, his soul was not. When Dean and the angel Castiel ascertain that Sam can 

experience physical sensations and is able to think, however, is unable to ‘feel’, Castiel 

determines that he was resurrected without a soul. Prompting Dean to question whether 

‘soulless’ Sam is still Sam, to which Castiel responds, ‘you pose an interesting philosophical 

question’.54 There is no immediate solution to this conundrum, however, over the course of 

the series, through a consideration of soullessness, the answer to such a ‘philosophical 

question’ is broached.  

The initial sign that Sam is soulless is understood through his treatment of Dean. The 

strained fraternal bond is the first signal to the audience that there is something ‘wrong’ with 

Sam.55 Sam’s abnormally callous conduct towards Dean is revealed in the episode, ‘Clap 

Your Hands if You Believe’. Whilst investigating one of their ‘monster-of-the-week’ cases 

Dean is abducted, and Sam shows little concern. When asked about the abduction, he replies 

‘It’s fine. I mean, I’ve had time to adjust’, around ‘half an hour’.56 This nonchalant attitude 

breaks with the customary reaction of the ensouled brothers, of worry and self-sacrificial 

acts, which the viewer has become accustom. Soulless Sam’s lack of urgency or concern is 

suggestive of the way in which the soul is held as being responsible for forming feelings of 

love. Later in the episode, Sam asks Dean how having a soul would have made him act 

differently, Dean explains, ‘you do everything you can to get him back… you sit in the dark 

and feel the loss… you would be suffering, and you can’t just turn that off for the night… 

Because if you had a soul, your soul wouldn’t let you’.57 In other words, the soul in 

Supernatural is experienced as the part that conjures feelings equated with legitimate love, 
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including empathy, and without this, Sam responds to his brother in a fractured and 

incomplete way.  

This deficiency follows through to Sam’s other relationships. Within the show there is 

usually a notable absence of heterosexual relationships. The series begins by killing off 

Sam’s girlfriend Jessica, and the same occurs in subsequent relationships, Madison, who 

turns out to be a werewolf, and the demon Rubi, who betrays Sam.58 As Tosenberger notes:  

Supernatural cuts off all avenues for exogamous heterosexual marriage for Sam and 
Dean... While such blockage is certainly commonplace in serialized narratives, 
which do not want main characters bogged down in relationships that distract from 
the plot, Supernatural goes far beyond simple avoidance of long-term romance: all 
of Sam and Dean’s serious romantic relationships with women are doomed to 
failure.59 

However, whilst Sam is soulless he is sexually uninhibited, and has numerous one-night 

stands with prostitutes and married women.60 For instance, in the episode ‘Unforgiven’, 

sometime after Sam has regained his soul, a woman and her husband approach Sam whilst 

he and Dean are eating; she touches Sam’s shoulder triggering a ‘soulless’ memory of them 

having sex in a bathroom, and the woman saying ‘Cuff me’.61 Without his soul Sam 

exchanges his previous virtuous chastity for a transgressive and transactional sexual 

promiscuity. In this we see the soul aligned with Freud’s Super-Ego, which as Ronald 

Britton explains is the function which judges most critically ‘both internal and external 

reality’.62 Without this internalised judgement, Sam, as we saw with Angelus (BtVS and 

Angel), is able to act as he chooses, emancipated from the Super-Ego’s imperative, the 

internalization of parental (or Dean’s) authority. Significantly, it suggests that it is only the 

existence of a restrictive agency (the ‘soul’) that stands between the human subject and the 

exercise of sadistic and masochistic drives in the sexual realm. 

Thus, the soul in Supernatural as in BtVS and Angel appears to initially stand for Super-Ego 

and the ethical imperatives it imposes. This is portrayed through Sam’s rendering of 

soullessness, which is evaluated throughout the episode ‘Unforgiven’. Sam (now with his 

soul and a mental wall installed by Death) and Dean return to a town in which ‘soulless’ 

Sam and his Grandfather, Samuel, worked a monster-of-the-week case. The episode begins 

with subtitles informing the viewer that the following scene took place one year earlier—

                                                           
58 ‘Pilot’, 1.01, Supernatural (2005); ‘Heart’, 2.17, Supernatural (2007); ‘I Know What You Did Last Summer’, 
4.09, Supernatural (2008); ‘Lucifer Rising’, 4.22, Supernatural (2009). 
59 Tosenberger (2008), para. 2.2. 
60 ‘The Third Man’, 6.03, Supernatural (2010). 
61 ‘Unforgiven’, 6.13, Supernatural (2011). 
62 Ronald Britton, Sex, Death, and the Superego: Experiences in Psychoanalysis, (London and New York: 
Karnac, 2003),104 



138 
 

whilst Sam was soulless. The scene is shot in a film noir style, typified by fragmented 

flashbacks, shadows, and a sense of foreboding. The flashbacks within the episode begin 

with an extreme close-up of a gun firing, then the camera repositions to Sam’s face which is 

composed though splattered in blood, followed by a black out. This stylised arrangement 

continues, whilst Sam fires four more gunshots. This striking genre shift, which is so distinct 

from the typical opening sequences of Supernatural episodes, is exaggerated through the 

film noir style of cinematography. These highly constructed sequences are employed to 

highlight Sam’s psychologically imbalanced character, and fundamentally demonstrate the 

‘moral ambivalence of noir’s protagonists’.63 This performance is significant to this study as 

it highlights the shift in the moral universe that has been caused by the loss of Sam’s soul. 

The scenes musical accompaniment seeks to emphasise the disparity between ‘soulless’ and 

ensouled Sam. The composition is jaunty and somber; it comprises of three sets of notes, 

each performed in short repetitive movements that also encompass the gunshots into this 

arrangement. The effect of the music is to evoke Sam’s professional brutality. This alien 

musical shift, denoted by the absence of harmony, the dark tone of the minimal notes and 

sparse structure of the music, echoes Sam’s utilitarian outlook. Such a musical 

accompaniment is also reminiscent of film noir and is aurally suggestive of ‘a dark, tortured 

and delirious world whose rawness is rarely tempered by display of human feelings’.64 

Sam’s lack of soul corresponds to his lack of ethics and human feeling; and the minimally 

concise notes echo his systematic and inhuman approach.65   

Moreover, soulless Sam’s systematic and unfeeling state is articulated in Supernatural’s 

playful, referential style of postmodern dialogue. Dean refers to soulless Sam as ‘T-1000’, 

the Advanced Terminator from the Terminator Franchise, a ruthless assassin robot. This 

statement advocates that the soul is what makes someone human, without a soul a human is 

paralleled to a robot, a functioning ‘shell’. Further, in this capacity, the soul, in keeping with 

Super-Ego, is the entity that experiences conscience and remorse. In the episode ‘Family 

Matters’, Sam and Dean take the ‘Alpha-Vamp’, the first vampire, captive. He recognises 

that Sam ‘smells cold’ because he has no soul. The vampire suggests that Sam would be able 

to kill without the ‘peskiness of the soul getting in the way’.66 And would, therefore, ‘make 

the perfect animal’, the perfect vampire, able to act on impulse (Id) without the ethical 

imperatives of the soul (Super-Ego), much like Angelus. Indeed, Sam’s lack of conscience 
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and empathy is further considered via the brother’s dialogue in ‘Clap Your Hands If You 

Believe’: 

DEAN: Empathy, man. Empathy. I mean, the old Sam would have given her some, 
some wussified, dew-eyed crap.  

SAM: Old Sam had a soul—was a soul. Whatever… Look, Dean. You obviously 
care. A lot. And that’s great. But I can’t care about what—I can’t care about 
it, you know? What do you want me to do, fake it?  

DEAN: Yes. Absolutely. Fake it. Fake it ’till you make it.  
SAM: What happened to you wanting me to be all honest?  
DEAN: Hey, you wanna be a real boy, Pinocchio, you gotta act the part.  
SAM: I was faking it Dean! Ever since we got back on the road together, I was 

picking every freaking word. It’s exhausting.  
DEAN: Okay. All Right. But until we get you back on the soul train, I’ll be your 

conscience, okay?  
SAM: So you’re saying you’ll be my… Jiminy Cricket.  
DEAN: Shut up. But yeah, you freaking puppet. That’s exactly what I’m saying.67 

In this instance, the body is again reproached as inferior to the soul. Moreover, we ascertain 

that Dean becomes Sam’s substitute Super-Ego, enforcing the domain of ‘conscience’ and 

‘Ego-ideal’ through his ‘fake it ’till you make it’ philosophy. In these three analogies of 

‘soulless’ Sam as robot, animal, and the puppet Pinocchio, he is depicted as cold, hard, 

methodical, indifferent, animalistic, and instinctual, lacking empathy and conscience, 

lacking the quality that would make him ‘a real boy’. These analogies of soullessness reveal 

that the soul is inextricably linked to Freud’s conception of the psyche, in particular the 

conscience capacity of the Super-Ego.  

Thus, the depiction of the soul-body relationship in Supernatural is in keeping with 

Neoplatonist ideas of a fundamental asymmetry between soul and body. The soul, as a 

spiritual entity is superior to the body and it is the jurisdiction of the soul to rule the body 

and deter it from the ‘evils’ of the physical world. Moreover, these cases exemplify how 

Supernatural presents the soul as the crucial part that formulates a human. This is 

reminiscent of Jarrod Longbons argument concerning ‘soulful’ Angel and ‘soulless’ Angelus 

in the ‘Buffyverse’: 

Vampires in the mythology are not living persons due to absence of the soul… and 
for this reason, vampires are to be killed without question. But ambiguity about 
vampiric dignity arises when a vampire acquires a soul; though the soul does not 
make a vampire human, it does make them a person.68 

Thus, in the Buffyverse and in Supernatural, the soul is regarded as the element by which 

one can be considered and treated as a person. ‘Soulless’ Sam has a functioning body and 
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brain, and is therefore a human; however, he is not a person (as ensouled Sam was) due to 

his lack of soul. Hence, the revelation that Sam is soulless prompts Dean to comment: ‘I 

mean, it’s your gigantor body and maybe your brain, but it’s not you’.69 Indeed, whilst Sam 

is soulless Dean deliberately invokes intertextual comparisons between soulless Sam and 

animals or things (as above). In so doing, Dean reinforces the distinction that the physical 

matter, such as the brain and body are responsible for thoughts and appearance, though, it is 

the soul in Supernatural that determines identity through the formation of ethics, values and 

beliefs. Essentially then, the sixth season of Supernatural uses not only the division between 

Sam’s to denote the fragmented personality, but also, the fraternal partnership of Dean and 

Sam to help dramatize the split between the sadistic impulses of soulless Sam and the ethical 

imperative of Dean (or contrariwise on the occasions that the soul is absent in Dean). 

Midway through the season, Dean recruits Death to retrieve Sam’s soul from ‘the cage’ and 

place his tortured soul back into his body. However, it is revealed that his soul would be so 

severely damaged that it could harm Sam to have it returned. As Castiel explains: ‘If we try 

to force that mutilated thing (Sam’s soul) down Sam’s gullet, we have no idea what will 

happen. It could be catastrophic… Paralysis. Insanity. Psychic pain so profound that he’s 

locked inside himself for the rest of his life’.70 To stop Sam’s soul from inducing the 

physical and mental consequences outlined by Castiel, Death constructs a mental wall in 

Sam’s brain concealing from him his soulless memories and the memories of ‘the cage’, 

which Dean denotes, ‘the Great Wall of Sam’.71 However, this psychic barrier eventually 

crumbles and, consequently, Sam in a dream state must undergo a mental battle between the 

three ‘pieces’ of his ‘shattered’ psyche. One is Sam without the memories, the second is ‘not 

saddled with a soul’ Sam, and the third is Sam’s soul that resided in ‘the cage’. 

This battle culminates in the final episode of the sixth season, ‘The Man Who Knew Too 

Much’, in which Sam is confronted with each of these parts (Jarred Padelecki performs the 

three roles). It quickly becomes apparent that Sam without his memories must overthrow 

these other two parts in order to reintegrate his whole self. As Sam’s soul quips, ‘Humpty 

Dumpty must put himself back together again’.72 This episode is particularly relevant to this 

exposition of the soul, as it reveals the ‘personalities’ of these parts of the psyche. In so 

doing, this episode also reveals the structure of a person according to Supernatural’s 

metaphysics that goes beyond body-soul dualism. In this instance, the person emulates the 

tripartite formation that was likewise seen in the formation of Angel.  
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Patricia Grosse discusses this episode of Supernatural via references to Plato’s 

conceptualization of the soul as outlined in his dialogue ‘Phaedrus’. In ‘Phaedrus’, Plato’s 

Socrates uses the allegory of a charioteer with two winged horses to describe the parts of the 

soul. The first horse is focused and full of noble desire, the second is skittish and is led 

erratically by his desires. The charioteer represents reason which must ensure that the horses 

pull in the same direction towards a worthy goal. Thus, Plato positions the soul as tripartite, 

and this, argues Grosse, is reflected in the episode’s depiction of the three pieces of Sam. In 

the episode, Grosse writes, that ‘we meet with these parts of Sam’s soul’.73 ‘Soulless Sam’, 

she continues, ‘represents spiritedness run amok because the other parts are not there to 

temper it… it provides a compelling demonstration of what happens when the dark horse 

possesses the body… his ‘dark horse’ lacks all moderation’.74 The role of the other Sam 

‘pieces’ as pertaining to Plato’s allegory are not discussed in depth. However, the part that 

remembers ‘Hell’, which is Sam’s soul, is designated by Grosse as the ‘mysterious white 

horse—the part of the soul that knows the good, the good conscience that is always actively 

noble’.75 Therefore, Grosse concludes, the piece’ without memories is the Charioteer. 

Grosse’s multilateral account is instructive for thinking about the way in which soullessness 

is performed in this episode of Supernatural, and the tripartite vision of the soul provided by 

Plato clearly finds expression in the episodes formation, along with Freud’s construction of 

the psyche.  

Indeed, there are also many parallels between Plato’s Charioteer analogy and Freud’s theory 

of the psyche.76 Although it pays to be cautious to not conflate the two schemes, there are 

nevertheless, many similarities between the two. As Richard Askay and Jensen Farquhar in 

Apprehending the Inaccessible: Freudian Psychoanalysis and Existential Phenomenology 

note: 

There were highly significant similarities, which went unacknowledged by Freud 
between Plato and his theories of human nature—particularly in terms of how they 
both conceived of self… Surprisingly, given his own adoption of a tripartite theory 
of the self, Freud was utterly silent about Plato’s tripartite theory of the soul.77  

Certainly, it is not difficult to see the similarities between the two theories; consider Plato’s 

description in the ‘Phaedrus’ of the Charioteer allegory: 
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Let us then liken the soul to the natural union of a team of winged horses and their 
charioteer… To begin with, our driver is in charge of a pair of horses; second, one of 
his horses is beautiful and good… while the other is the opposite and has the 
opposite sort of bloodline. This means that chariot driving in our case is inevitably a 
painfully difficult business.78 

Similarly, Plato’s charioteer and two winged horses can be compared to Freud’s description 

of the Ego and its dominion over the Id: 

Thus, in its relation to the Id [the Ego] is like a man on horseback, who has to hold 
in check the superior strength of the horse… Often a rider, if he is not to be parted 
from his horse, is obliged to guide it where it wants to go; so in the same way the 
Ego is in the habit of transforming the id’s will into action as if it were its own.79 

In both examples, it is the charioteer, the rational self or Ego that seeks control over the 

other parts of the self that pull in divergent directions, particularly the Id or appetites, 

represented as the ‘dark horse’.80 Indeed, this is reflected in the characterization of Sam in 

‘The Man Who Knew Too Much’ as Sam as Ego seeks to reintegrate the other pieces of his 

psyche denoted as soul (Super-Ego) and soulless (Id). 

The similarities between Freud’s conception of the Id and Plato’s description of the appetites 

are especially remarkable. Both, as Askay and Farquhar note, were considered ‘intimately 

connected to bodily influences… the source of diverse desires… to be seeking to gain 

pleasure, and avoid pain… capable of distorting perception in compliance with the desires; 

and… unruly and in need of being forcibly restrained’.81 As seen above, such characteristics 

are enacted in soulless Sam’s behavior, whether through his strengthened libidinal impulses, 

his methodical and callous attitude distorted by his lacking ‘Super-Ego’ or by the need for 

Dean to vehemently restrain Sam’s instincts. Without a soul Sam speculates that he is 

extremely logical, indeed, he is composed and radiates self-assured confidence. As he 

explains: 

I’m not handicapped. I’m not saddled with a soul. In fact, I used to skip with this 
meat boat for a while. It was smooth sailing, I was sharp, strong. That is until they 
crammed your soul back in. Now look at you, same misty-eyed milksop you always 
were. That’s because souls are weak. They’re a liability.82 

Supernatural comprehends the soulless condition of Sam in the same way as Freud and 

Plato consider its counterparts of Id and appetites. Moreover, soulless Sam describes himself 

as ‘not saddled with a soul’, acknowledging both Plato and Freud’s analogy of the charioteer 
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and horse, he admits that he is unbridled led only by pleasure and survival, with no other 

element, namely his soul (Super-Ego or white horse, thumos) to help keep him inline.  

This particular episode highlights the tripartite composition of the self and the conflict that 

exists between these parts. Indeed, both Freud and Plato contend that these aspects of the 

‘soul’ or ‘psyche’ were in ‘conflict’ with each other. Freud wrote: ‘We explain the psychical 

splitting dynamically, from the conflict of opposing mental forces, and recognize it as the 

outcome of an active struggling on the part of two psychical groupings against each other’.83 

In other words, it is through endless battles that the Ego or reason (represented as the 

charioteer) can keep the impulse of the Id or appetites (represented as this dark horse) 

obedient. Through this episode, this battle is actualized between Sam and his soulless 

counterpart, as well as appeasing his soul, both of which Sam must reign in to reach a noble 

goal.  

Indeed, the Ego or charioteer is tasked with the difficult job of reigning in the impulsive 

desires of the Id or appetites. To assist in achieving the vision of the Ego or charioteer, both 

Freud and Plato constructed an aid in the form of the Super-Ego or immortal horse (thumos). 

Although, the similarities between Plato’s spirited element and Freud’s conception of the 

Super-Ego are not nearly as compelling; there are some comparisons concerning their 

position as ally to the charioteer or Ego, as both view their counterparts the Id or appetites as 

irrational. Moreover, it is within this faculty that Freud as well as Plato saw the origin of 

values. As Askay and Farquhar note, these values (justice, honor, and so on), were perceived 

by Freud: ‘as having been bred into children by their parents—in Freudian terms, this was 

called “introjection”—and, when morality was not followed, as enjoining retributive forces; 

and as the source of anger and shame within the self’.84 Likewise, Plato described this 

ethical aspect in his Charioteer analogy as the white horse (thumos): ‘upright and cleanly 

made… he is a lover of honor and modesty and temperance, and the follower of true 

opinion; he needs no touch of the whip, but is guided by word and admonition only’.85 

Indeed, Super-Ego and thumos represent an innate ethics, a conscience that is likewise 

performed as the soul in Supernatural.  

However, unlike soulless Sam (Id), the soul as separate to the other parts is only shown 

briefly. When Sam confronts this part, the confrontation takes place in Bobby Singer’s 

study, although the usual warmth associated with the room is gone. The musty books and 

furniture have been covered in dust sheets and cobwebbed candles adorn them. The camera 
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pans the room until it settles on a male figure sitting alone in the darkness. The only light 

entering the room comes from the window behind him, which casts the figure in shadow. 

The figure is revealed to be Sam (his soul piece) covered in blood. He looks beaten and 

exhausted, and his words are tainted with sadness and pain. He explains that although the 

soul can experience true ‘love’ and ‘joy’ it is also responsible for extreme ‘suffering’. Sam 

as Ego/charioteer accepts this condition of suffering, which is also the key to his triadic 

reintegration.  

Finally, this tripartite understanding of ‘self’ extends to the depiction of ‘soullessness’ in 

Charlie, an occasional aide to the brothers. In the episode, ‘There’s No Place Like Home’, 

Charlie returns from ‘The Land of Oz’ with her soul split in two. This soul split manifests as 

two physically similar figures, one defined as ‘dark’ or ‘bad’ and the other ‘good’, as seen in 

the following passage:  

CHARLIE: The war for Emerald City. It was awesome. Until not so much. We were 
gonna lose, so I made a deal with the Wizard of Oz… He said for us to 
win, I had to unleash my true darkness, which he meant literally. He used 
the inner key of Oz. It opens a door to your soul and lets the darkness out. 
Uh, we’re still connected physically. If you hurt her, you hurt me. But 
bottom line, she’s bad, and I’m good… She’s trying to win me back. Dark 
Charlie won the war single-handedly. But... She did some truly awful 
things. But I told her I didn’t want any part of her near me again, ever. 
Going after the person who mur—mur—uh... Who took my parents away 
is her messed-up way of showing me how close we are, or—or could be. I 
keep calling her ‘she’, but she’s me. I’m the one doing this.  

DEAN: Charlie, that—that’s not who you are, okay? It’s—it’s a twisted version 
of… 

CHARLIE: Me.86 

This narrative offers an example of the way in which soul has been intrinsically linked to 

psyche in Supernatural. It is further revealed in this episode that the soul also gives de-

secularised expression to the dimensions of Freudian psychoanalysis. This process of 

unlocking the soul had occurred before to the character Clive Dillon. As he explains:  

What happened to you, my dear, happened to me... A coven of witches grabbed me. 
They used the inner key on me, unleashed my Id. He was awful. He killed all the 
witches and went into a tantrum. Was power-hungry, crazy… What he has done is 
my fault. After all, he is me, and I am him.87  

Here the soul is accounted for in psychoanalytic terms. The aspect of the soul designated 

‘dark’ is explicitly described as ‘Id’ in this account. Although Freud’s tripartite account is 

difficult to map onto this depiction of two beings, it is in fact psychic unity that is revealed 
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as good. When ‘dark’ Charlie reintegrates with ‘good’ Charlie, she says she is neither good 

nor bad, just ‘balanced’. Reintegrated Charlie is ‘Ego’, ‘balanced’ and is able to satisfy the 

libidinal impulses of Id, the ‘bad’, whilst obeying the conscientious standards of the Super-

Ego, the ‘good’.  

The Soul as Sufferance  

Such characteristics of ‘soulless’ Sam are paralleled in the character of ‘demonic’ Dean in 

Season Ten. At the end of Season Nine, Dean is killed whilst possessing the ‘Mark of Cain’, 

meaning that his soul underwent a ‘demonization’ process in death, and Dean is resurrected 

as a Demon. Castiel and Sam contemplate the importance of his transitioned soul in 

affecting identity. Castiel asks, ‘any chance at all that Dean is still…’ to which Sam 

interrupts ‘still… even remotely Dean?’88 Echoing the question that Dean asked Castiel in 

Season Six regarding Sam. The answer to this question initially appears to be: yes, Dean is 

still Dean. Dean’s first appearance of the season opens with him drinking, singing Karaoke, 

and ogling the local waitress. However, it quickly becomes apparent that Dean has no 

moderation, he gets too drunk, brutally attacks civilians, and treats people with disdain. 

Although, Dean is demonic for only three episodes (by the end of the third episode Dean has 

been cured, through the process of injecting sanctified human blood, the only known cure 

for demons) his behaviour in the three episodes is reminiscent of Sam and Angelus’s 

soullessness. For this study his depiction assists in outlining the nature of the soul, portrayed 

in the show as sufferance. Dean’s soullessness reveals that the soul also imposes a type of 

self-flagellation through the internalisation of ethical knowledge (Super-Ego). Therefore, 

soullessness represents liberation from sufferance.  

In Season Six, the first indication that there is something ‘wrong’ with Sam is in his 

disregard for his brother. In the same way, Dean is established as demonic/soulless through 

his indifference towards Sam. In the episode ‘Black’, Sam is abducted by a man named 

Cole, who is looking to draw Dean out for killing his father. Cole phones Dean on Sam’s 

phone to set up a ‘trade’, Sam’s life for him showing up, to which Dean replies: ‘There’s no 

trade, there is no meet up… I told him to let me go, so any jam that he is in now it’s his 

problem’.89 And he hangs up. This is the opposite reaction to Dean’s standard response, 

which would be to ‘save’ his brother. This lack of familial love is reinforced in the episode 

‘Soul Survivor’, in which Dean expresses true hatred for Sam, telling him, ‘You never had a 

brother, just an excuse for not manning up’. He tells Sam that he was the reason Mary 

Winchester, their mother, died, ‘you’re very existence sucked the life out of my life’. He 
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then attacks his father, John, ‘a man who brain-washed us into wasting our lives, fighting his 

losing battle’.90 This is set in stark contrast to the attitude typified by Dean throughout the 

previous nine seasons. As Kubicek notes: ‘For Dean, there are two obvious character flaws. 

The first is his compulsion to save everyone and his willingness to sacrifice himself to do it. 

The second is the way he copes with that stress: a steady stream of booze and women’.91 

Though the latter remains in ‘demonic’ Dean, although exaggerated, the compulsion to 

‘save’ Sam and ‘sacrifice’ himself is not. Therefore, we see that this first compulsion is 

found to be under the service of the soul. 

Furthermore, Dean’s soullessness is defined by a lack of moderation, where he routinely 

violates accepted social practises. This is exemplified in the episode ‘Reichenbach’, where 

Dean is shown in a strip club called ‘Angelz’ in the middle of the day, violently assaulting 

security guards who attempt to escort him off the premises. Within this performance of 

soullessness in Supernatural, the soul by default can be recognised as instilling a sense of 

moderation and demanding obedience to social order.  

In such a way, Dean’s soullessness reveals how the concept of soul is regarded as 

responsible for restriction, discipline and punishment. Such a philosophy is endorsed in 

Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish. In this, Foucault challenges the language of 

internalisation of subjected discipline in criminals. Rather, he suggests that primarily people 

obey the rules due to a social contract established via an internalised ethical knowledge, that 

he determines is the element known as the ‘soul’.92 Foucault writes: 

It would be wrong to say that the soul is an illusion, or an ideological effect. On the 
contrary, it exists, it has a reality, it is produced permanently around, on, within, the 
body by the functioning of a power that is exercised on those that are punished…. 
This is the historical reality of this soul, which, unlike the soul represented by 
Christian theology, is not born in sin and subject to punishment, but is born rather 
out of methods of punishment, supervision and constraint. This real, non-corporal 
soul is not a substance; it is the element in which are articulated the effects of a 
certain type of power and the reference of a certain type of knowledge, the 
machinery by which the power relations give rise to a possible corpus of knowledge, 
and knowledge extends and reinforces the effects of this power. On this reality 
reference, various concepts have been constructed and domains of analysis carved 
out: psyche, subjectivity, personality, consciousness etc.; on it have been built 
scientific techniques and discourses, and the moral claims of humanism.93 
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Foucault’s conception of soul involves the inscription of a ‘knowledge’ known as a type of 

‘conscience’, which for him exists because of a ‘power’ enforced through social law and 

‘political anatomy’.94 The non-corporal soul is the internalisation of power that situates the 

subject in the panopticon of the social order. Soul, then, is the structure by which ethical 

knowledge is subjectified within the determinations of that power. Therefore, argues 

Foucault, the soul can produce feelings of guilt, regret and sorrow; and in so doing, 

implements an ethical and social knowledge that warns against the taboos of incest and 

killing; a facet that Dean appears to be lacking at least in regard to the latter.  

Consequently, Foucault finds that the ‘soul’ is ‘the prison of the body’.95 He suggests that 

the modern day penal system, initiated by both ‘the disappearance of torture as a public 

spectacle’ and ‘the birth of the prison’, pronounced a ‘whole new morality concerning the 

act of punishment’.96 Thus, non-corporeal punishment was established to not simply punish 

the body of the criminal, as was the norm in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, 

but rather to punish the soul.97 In addressing the problems of the new penal system, Foucault 

notes that: ‘If the penalty… no longer addresses the body… it must be the soul. The 

expiation that once rained down upon the body must be replaced by a punishment that acts 

in depth on the heart, the thoughts, the will, [and] the inclinations’.98 Moreover, in the new 

legal system, a product of the prison, Foucault explains that the soul ‘as well as the crime 

itself, is to be judged and to share in the punishment’.99 In other words, the modern-day 

prison structure, punishes for the crime, though also systematically targets the soul in order 

to realign the ‘criminal’ with the broader wishes of the community; hence, some sentences 

can be altered ‘according to changes in the prisoner’s behaviour’.100 Therefore, the soul can 

be read as admonishment, and when ‘demonic’ Dean is released from such soul restraints, he 

no longer suffers under the external and internal penalisation realised through soul.  

The Foucauldian conception of the soul as an allusion to imprisonment in the networks of 

social power is also found in Judith Butler’s notion of the body. Butler refutes the notion that 

the body is the site of identification, as the body is already culturally inscribed, and therefore 

cannot be considered as a neutral ground for understanding difference. Following Foucault, 

she argues that without the body, the ‘soul’ becomes pictured as the feature that is absent 

                                                           
94 Ibid, 30. 
95 Ibid, 30. 
96 Ibid, 11-12. In a sense, Discipline and Punish can be read as Foucault’s effort to rewrite Nietzsche’s doctrine 
of ethical internalisation in ‘On the Genealogy of Morals’ on the model of inscription.  
97 A philosophy initially presented by Gabriel Bonnot de Mably: ‘Punishment, if I may so put it, should strike the 
soul rather than the body’. (Mably, De la legislation, Oevres completes, IX (1789), 326 cited in Discipline and 
Punish (1977), 16). 
98 Ibid, 16 
99 Ibid, 18. 
100 Ibid, 18. 
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from ‘the messy actual body’ and rather than considering the soul, as some Christian 

imagery would imply, as imprisoned by or within the body, the soul is imagined in terms 

that make it ‘the prison of the body’. In other words, rather than depicting the body as the 

soul’s ‘shell’, the soul actually safeguards the body from committing lawless acts and 

inhibits bodily impulses. Butler writes: 

In the context of prisoners, Foucault writes, the strategy has been not to enforce a 
repression of their desires, but to compel their bodies to signify the prohibitive law 
as their very essence, style and necessity. That law is not literally internalised, but 
incorporated, with the consequence that bodies are produced which signify that law 
on and through the body; here the law is manifest as the essence of their selves, the 
meaning of their soul, their conscience, the law of their desire.101  

For Butler, as for Foucault, the soul is that which prevents the permeability and instability of 

the body from being realised. As Simon During, in his introduction to Butler’s essay, writes: 

the soul is considered as ‘a barrier to freedom’.102 That is, the soul discourse establishes the 

boundaries of the body, and naturalises certain taboos regarding appropriate parameters, 

attitudes, and modes of exchange. Therefore, Dean can be read as a utopian figure operating 

beyond the matrix of social power, although at a grave expense of forsaking conventional 

intersubjective relationships and a place in the social world. 

Before ‘soulless’ Sam’s soul is restored, he is told to equate soul with suffering. In an 

attempt to avert this suffering, ‘soulless’ Sam seeks to prevent reintegration. To do so, he 

discovers that he must ‘scar’ his vessel, by committing symbolic patricide, killing Bobby 

Singer.103 Likewise, in ‘Soul Survivor’, in the crucial moment between Dean being 

transformed from demon to human (made possible by the process of injecting sanctified 

human blood), Dean manages to escape from his lockup, and proceeds to hunt down Sam 

with a hammer. As he too seeks to stop the reintegration of his human soul and the 

accompanied suffering. When Sam questions why Dean did not want to be human again, 

Castiel responds: ‘Only humans can feel real joy but…also such profound pain… this (being 

a demon) is easier’.104 In both examples of soullessness Sam and Dean seek to remain 

distinct from their souls in order to avert suffering.  

In both of these examples, the brothers offer a performance reminiscent of Jack Nicholson’s 

depiction of Jack Torrance in the memorable ‘Here’s Johnny’ scene from Stanley Kubrick’s 

1980 horror film The Shining.  

                                                           
101 Judith Butler, ‘Subversive Bodily Acts’, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London: 
Routledge, 1990), 134-135. 
102 Simon During, Introduction to Judith Butler, ‘Subversive Bodily Acts’, in The Cultural Studies Reader, ed. 
Simon During (London & New York: Routledge, rev.ed., 2007), 371. 
103 ‘Appointment in Samarra’, 6.11, Supernatural (2010). 
104 ‘Soul Survivor’, 10.03, Supernatural (2014). 
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Sam’s attempt to kill Bobby alludes to this singular cinematic moment through both the 

dialogue and the scene’s choreography, as he systematically hunts down his victim, using an 

axe to smash down the door to the closet in which Bobby is hiding. When Sam’s face 

appears behind the opening, Bobby says, ‘Don’t say here’s Johnny’.105 In the same way that 

The Shining referenced the sitcoms of the 1950s, this scene offers the same banal humour by 

referencing the iconic film.106.  

Similarly, whilst Dean hunts Sam, he imitates Torrance’s amiability, calling out: ‘Come on 

Sammy! Don’t you want to hang out with your big brother, have a little quality time?’, and 

later, ‘Come on Sammy, let’s have a beer, talk about it’.107 Whilst Dean coaxes his brother 

out of hiding, he is simultaneously seeking a weapon to kill him. Eventually, Sam manages 

to trap Dean and attempts to rationalise with him, at which point all sound ceases before 

Dean begins to break through the door with a hammer. As the shards of wood fly towards 

the camera a gap appears through which Dean gleefully peers. He says, ‘You act like I want 

to be cured…but personally, I like the disease’.108 In the same way that Jack Torrance 

appears to relish in his madness, so too Dean enjoys his lack of conscience and his ability to 

act without consequence. The combination of the banal and the violent in such moments of 

horror mirrors the scene from The Shining. As Greg Smith notes: 

[Kubrik makes] the violence slow, deliberate, and consequently tough to watch (we 
see or hear nearly every vivid heft, descent, and blow of the axe), while maintaining 
a perversely humorous tone. As an audience, we don’t know whether to laugh at this 
or scream at it, and our ambiguous reaction is all the more disquieting because of 
it.109  

This perplexing cinematic manoeuvre is replicated in these episodes of Supernatural, and we 

watch as Sam and Dean both attempt to kill those closest to them in order to preserve their 

subjective status quo. 

In such ways, the soul functions in Supernatural as the capacity to not only comprehend 

emotion, but also as the theatrical vehicle by which sensations accompanied with emotion 

can be represented. It is important to note that the soulless in Supernatural have control, they 

are not erratic, rather they are considered in their decision to make unethical choices, they do 

not abide to internalised law, conscience or ethics, nor do they abide to social law. Though, 

the soul is the part that can control and subdue the parts of ourselves that could be defined as 

hate, greed, egoism, suspicion, sexuality and aggression, emotions that Joan Riviere 

                                                           
105 ‘Appointment in Samarra’, 6.11, Supernatural (2010). 
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discusses in ‘Hate, Greed and Aggression’. Riviere writes: ‘Conscience, as we know it, has 

only one discipline—do this, the productive thing; don’t do that, the destructive thing. It is 

but another word for self-control which should keep a proper balance between egoism and 

altruism, and between love and hate’.110 Thus, the soul discourse in Supernatural resembles 

Foucault and Butler’s proposition that the soul is the custodian of the body. Through its 

comprehension of ethical knowledge, the soul designates the ethical function, often 

described as conscience, or more profoundly, the internalisation of the law—basic societal 

taboos that govern sex and murder—also known as Super-Ego. 

All of this is given a dramatic shape by the way that the soul is shown to affect the physical 

appearance of the body and its deportment, in particular the change of mannerisms, 

expression and countenance. In ‘Soul Survivor’, Dean is handcuffed by Sam and is kept in 

the demon trap in the basement of the ‘Men of Letters Bunker’. Dean tells Sam: ‘There’s no 

point trying to bring your brother back now… in fact your guilt ridden, weight of the world 

bro has been M.I.A. for quite some time now, but I’m loving the new model: lean mean 

Dean’.111 In this, Dean reveals his soulful and soulless personas, ‘guilt ridden, weight of the 

world’, versus ‘lean mean’, ‘demonic’ Dean. Likewise, this is dramatized in this episode, 

when Sam eventually manages to cure him. The facial expressions exaggerate Dean’s soul 

restoration. Demon Dean’s head is held completely straight, and his face is angled down, 

amplifying his black eyes (a demonic feature) and thigh cheek bones. His eyes appear to be 

fixed on the camera, he looks focused, wrathful and unyielding. Whereas, ensouled Dean’s 

head is slightly tilted, he is looking up, his jaw is slack, and his eyes are clear, all of which 

presents him as confused, suffering and bewildered. After Dean has been re-ensouled, 

Castiel comforts Dean by saying, ‘I’m sure Sam knows that whatever you said, what you 

did, wasn’t really you, well certainly wasn’t all you’.112  

This account of the soul reaffirms the show’s position that the soul is the fundamental part of 

a being that enables one to form meaningful relationships, demands obedience to social law, 

and constructs conscience. This is achieved by implicating the soul in Foucault and Butler’s 

bodily ‘prison’ analogy and re-enchanting the secularised concept of the triadic self. 

Although Supernatural is a text that does not hold a vampire at the centre of its narrative, 

nevertheless the Winchester brothers operate as post-secular vampire figures who lose their 

soul and therefore must consider the components of the soul. In this guise, the soul 

terminology in Supernatural holds to similar pattern to that seen in the previous texts of this 
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thesis. The soul is depicted as an immortal and distinct entity from the body, it is responsible 

for the formation of ethical knowledge and as such inhibits the breaking of social law. 

A Post-Secular Reclamation 

Through its deliberation of the soul, Supernatural encourages its viewers to engage in 

metaphysical language and to ponder grand theoretical accounts, including the reality of 

God, in almost direct defiance of secular culture. Indeed, Supernatural’s engagement with 

such themes is demonstrative of the shifting representation of religious images and ideas on 

secular television that has occurred as a result of the broader cultural shift in the religious 

landscape in the United States, and the West more generally.113 Indeed, this generation, 

argues Lynn Schofield Clark, has turned toward an open marketplace paradigm of religious 

ideas, in which people seek out personal religious identities rather than adhering to more 

traditional or institutional forms of faith.114 As such, religious representations on television 

have also shifted and multiplied, and have in fact adopted a new responsibility in that this 

interaction may become the key way that this generation engages with religion.  

In so doing, Supernatural offers their audience an opportunity to engage with a 

metaphysically concealed world based upon metanarratives that most now find 

unconvincing. Indeed, at a time when religious attendance is at a low, such unorthodox 

televised outlooks become determinative of the way an individual’s religious identity may 

be shaped. As Philipp Kneis writes: 

The genre of science fiction, fantasy and horror is the place for the grand gesture, for 
the sweeping tale binding past, present and future into one large narrative. Good and 
evil, destiny and freedom, fate and choice—the crucible of the allegorical allows for 
more than what is already visible in real life. Fictionality and allegory provide the 
free space to indulge in fantasy, as much as in thinly veiling controversial issues of 
today in a world of tomorrow or in a universe far, far away.115   

Supernatural operates as an allegorical account that engages with religious themes from 

both secularised and religious standpoints, which are outlined by Sam and Dean’s own 

particular beliefs. For Supernatural’s audience, its comprehension of religious narratives 

seen through its storylines may, as Lynn Schofield Clark posits, ‘shape and limit how [they] 

come to understand religion, its stories of the supernatural, and their own relationship to 

these things.’116 As Supernatural is a show that places the soul at the centre of its basic 

drama, it asks its audience to consider the status of the soul—its basic phenomenology—and 

in this way it is utterly consistent with the post-secular turn. 
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True Death and the Immortal Soul in True Blood 

 
The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, 
and where the other begins? We know that there are diseases in which occur total cessations of all the apparent 
functions of vitality, and yet in which these cessations are merely suspensions, properly so called. They are only 
temporary pauses in the incomprehensible mechanism. A certain period elapses, and some unseen mysterious 
principle again sets in motion the magic pinions and the wizard wheels. The silver cord was not for ever loosed, 
nor the golden bowl irreparably broken. But where, meantime, was the soul? 

Edgar Allan Poe, The Premature Burial (1844), 229. 

To be accepted, fantasy must coincide with our idea of reality and our desires (or our hopes) at some points—like 
the desire not to die even though religion and science tell us that we must. 

Mary Hallab, Vampire God (2009), 67. 

 

The Home Box Office (HBO) television series True Blood, adapted by Alan Ball from the 

Charlaine Harris novels The Southern Vampire Mysteries, began in 2008 and completed its 

seventh season in 2014.1 The series centres upon a telepathic waitress named Sookie 

Stackhouse (Anna Paquin), who becomes enveloped in the supernatural world when she 

meets the mysterious Bill Compton (Stephen Moyer), a 173-year-old southern gentleman 

and vampire. True Blood is set in the ‘Deep South’ of America in the small town of Bon 

Temps, Louisiana, and draws upon the conventions of the Southern Gothic combining this 

with the popular vampire genre.2 Though scholars remark upon the program’s interest in 

charismatic or cult religion, True Blood is not generally regarded as a text that is itself 

directed towards questions of theology, and more precisely the soul. Yet, this dimension of 

the show comes into view when the question of death is isolated.  

As we have seen in previous chapters, the question of mortality and immortality is often 

given expression by reference to ‘soul’ and is connected to a system of other theological 

concepts, such as God and the afterlife. A main attraction of the vampire is its immortality, 

in the same way that, Mary Hallab notes: ‘The greatest appeal of Christianity, after all, is the 

promise of personal immortality based on the idea of an invisible but very real, individual 

soul that thinks and feels and functions in the other world very much as if it has its body’.3 

The vampire, likewise, offers ‘the promise of personal immortality’ but also the chance to 

evade the inevitable horror of human death. In the new vampire genre, however, these post-

secular vampires, of the like described in this thesis thus far, appear to view death with 

                                                           
1 Alan Ball has written at least one episode per season, along with other contributors including John Dahl, 
Michael Lehmann, Lesli Linka Glatter and Marcos Siega.  
2 See: Brigid Cherry ed., True Blood: Investigating Vampires and Southern Gothic (London: I.B. Taurus and Co. 
Ltd.), 2012. 
3 Hallab (2009), 50. 
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apprehension, and of a particular concern is the fate of their soul after their vampire ‘true 

death’. It is therefore possible to look at True Blood’s treatment of death as assuming the 

‘illusion’ of the immortal soul. Yet, intriguingly, the soul does not feature explicitly in True 

Blood, as it does in other post-secular vampire texts, such as The Vampire Chronicles, Buffy 

the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Twilight, and Supernatural. The soul is not part of the habitual 

discourse of the series as there is limited dialogue surrounding the ontological dimension of 

the vampire’s transformation. Even the conventional trope of the soul being ‘lost’ in order to 

become a vampire is relatively muted. Instead, as a vampire text, and a text that tackles other 

supernatural elements such as spirits and ghosts, the soul discourse remains implicit rather 

than overt in its mythology.  

True Blood is different to its vampire gothic contemporaries, such as those discussed within 

this thesis, in so far as vampires and humans co-exist within this fictional universe.4 True 

Blood presupposes a world in which vampires have ‘come out of the coffin’; these vampires 

have revealed their existence, they are no longer cloaked in mystery and superstition.5 The 

invention of ‘Tru Blood’, a synthetic blood replacement, has made possible this co-

existence. With such a substitute, there is no need for vampires to feed on humans, so there 

is arguably ‘nothing to fear’. Instead, the True Blood vampire’s objective is to ‘mainstream’ 

amongst humans, not to feed on them.6 Indeed, this co-existence even extends to permitting 

their own political representation in the form of the ‘Vampire Authority’, a governing body 

operated by vampires. This ‘Authority’ is petitioning for vampires to be recognised as full 

citizen with the same civil liberties and rights as humans. As Nan Flannigan, their 

spokesperson argues: ‘We’re citizens. We pay taxes. We deserve basic civil rights just like 

everyone else’.7 In a sense, then, the True Blood vampire can be read as an evolved version 

of the ‘domesticated’ vampire found in Twilight, declaring itself to be the same as humans 

‘because we were humans’ and therefore, ‘only ask to be treated as such’.8 Even if it 

                                                           
4 For readers unfamiliar with the dramatic context of the series, the brief abstract of the show offered on HBO’s 
official website is a suitable introduction to the series: “Thanks to a Japanese scientist’s invention of synthetic 
blood, vampires have progressed from legendary monsters to fellow citizens overnight. And while humans have 
been safely removed from the menu, many remain apprehensive about these creatures “coming out of the coffin.” 
Religious leaders and government officials around the world have chosen their sides, but in the small Louisiana 
town of Bon Temps, the jury is still out.” (HBO, ‘True Blood: About the Show’, Home Box Office. Accessed 17 
Apr 2015, www.hbo.com/true-blood#/true-blood/about/index.html). 
5 ‘Strange Love’, 1.01, True Blood (2008). 
6 The True Blood vampires also adopt mainstreaming culture by opting to assimilate into society by frequenting 
human-run establishments, living alone or with a partner, and rejecting human blood in favour of synthetic blood. 
Then, to mainstream is to make a concerted effort to detach from the vampire community, which in turn, 
represents a departure from the conventional embodiment of vampiric culture.  
7 ‘Strange Love’, 1.01, True Blood (2008). 
8 ‘She’s Not There’, 4.01, True Blood (2011). 
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transpires that, for the most part, the vampires assimilation is closer to ‘dress[ing] up and 

play[ing] human’, than being human.9 

True Blood also differs from other contemporary vampire texts in that it is designed for 

adults rather than adolescents, signalled by an ‘18+’ viewing guideline. This distinction 

allows for True Blood to explicitly feature storylines that reference and engage, often 

graphically, with sexuality, racism, politics, and religion. While the vampire myth has been 

used as a vehicle for such themes since the 1700s, they have typically taken place under the 

cover of metaphor. Hence, the penetration of the fangs into the victim’s neck was a 

euphemism for sex. However, True Blood’s vampires engage directly with such themes 

without having to seek metaphorical analogies. So, for example, in True Blood there is a 

direct conflation of sex and feeding.  

Nevertheless, the True Blood vampire does remain a metaphor. In this instance, the vampire 

is synonymous with the concept of ‘other’ within the show’s discourse and acts as a 

metaphor for marginalised groups. The show’s producer and creator Alan Ball notes how the 

True Blood vampires are ‘a very fluid metaphor’, able to challenge social, political, and 

personal issues. He explains how their ‘struggle for assimilation’ renders them as ‘metaphors 

for all kinds of things’ including homosexuality and racial inequality.10 As Debra Ann 

Fiorini notes: ‘all vampires are important characters in Gothic fiction because of their 

timeliness and their ability to be used as metaphors for both the ills and the longings of 

society’.11 True Blood’s vampires function to explicitly reveal the oppression felt amongst 

minority communities in American society. Indeed, the discrimination of the vampire is felt 

throughout the show. As the vampires begin the process of ‘mainstreaming’ they are 

subjected to ridicule, mistrust, fear, and hate. In so doing, the show signals their distinct 

‘otherness’. 

For instance, within the opening scene of the first episode ‘Strange Love’, a complex 

scenario is presented in which the notion that a vampire can be known by its mannerisms, 

look, accent, and clothing is thwarted. The vampire in this scene is not the lank-haired, 

tattooed sales assistant draped in gothic memorabilia sporting an eastern European accent 

but rather the overweight ‘redneck’ dressed in plaid and a trucker hat. Whilst the former 

presents himself as a vampire frightening an intoxicated young couple who are looking for 

vampire blood (‘V’), the new illicit drug of choice, the real vampire is ignored. The 

                                                           
9 ‘Escape from the Dragon House’, 1.04, True Blood (2008). 
10 Joe Rhodes, ‘After All the Funerals, A Prime-Time Auteur Digs Up the Undead’, New York Times (3 Aug 
2008), http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/03/arts/television/03rhod.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
11 Debra Ann Fiorini, ‘Religion, Sex, and Vampires: A Study of the Gothic Literature of Poe, Stoker, and 
Hamilton’, MA (Master of Arts) Thesis (CA: California State University, ProQuest, 2000), 50. 
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difficulty in distinguishing between who is a vampire and who is human, is central to True 

Blood’s presentation of the vampire, in that they occupy the position of ‘other’ but are not 

always marked as such. As anyone can now be a vampire, the show offers, as Paola Marrati 

writes, an ‘explicit invitation to think about how our ethical and political perceptions are 

shaped’ and forces the audience to ‘constantly negotiate’ between ‘seemingly stable 

categories’ of ‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘homosexuals’, ‘heterosexuals’, ‘black’, ‘white’, ‘educated’, 

‘redneck’, ‘human’, ‘animal’, ‘vampire’, and so on.12 In so doing, Marrati continues, True 

Blood ‘change[s] our perception of social and political issues and in this regard they 

contribute to the larger conversation any democratic society needs [in order] to constantly 

reassess its values and transform itself’.13 Thus, these vampires are developed into an open-

minded cultural metaphor which seeks to elaborate upon contemporary liberal-progressive 

politics, by openly comparing the vampire’s wish for equality with, for example, the 

emancipation politics of African-Americans and homosexuals.14  

In undertaking this political project, True Blood draws upon images freighted with historic 

meaning, of a volatile American history and the present-day political and social movements 

that derive from this history. This is evident in the selection of images compiled to construct 

the show’s opening credits. Amongst the many disturbing images of sex, death, and religious 

ecstasy that form its montage, is an illuminated church billboard that reads ‘God hates 

fangs’, directly referencing the ‘God hates fags’ homophobic slogans held at the 

demonstrations of the Westboro Baptist Church led by Pastor Fred Phelps.15 Such imagery 

highlights the tensions in America around the assimilation of the LGBTQIA community into 

‘heteronormative’ culture.16 It also emphasises the hypocrisy of such religious and political 

institutions that should be inclusive, but promote intolerance.  

The opening sequence also features images of Ku Klux Klan members (including children) 

and video footage of Civil Rights demonstrations, prompting the viewer to remember the 

relatively recent end to racial segregation, as well as the continued presence of racial 

                                                           
12 Paola Marrati, ‘True Blood, Bon Temps, Louisiana 2008-2012’, MLN 127 (2013), 982, 991. 
13 Ibid, 994. 
14 As Sookie observes, in one of the novels, the ‘coming out’ of the vampire received different reactions across 
the world: ‘The vampires in the predominantly Islamic nations had fared the worst… Some nations—France, 
Italy and Germany were the most notable—refused to accept vampires as equal citizens. Many—like Bosnia, 
Argentina, and most of the African nations—denied any status to the vampires, and declared them fair game for 
any bounty hunter. But America, England, Mexico, Canada, Japan, Switzerland and the Scandinavian countries 
adopted a more tolerant attitude’. (Charlaine Harris, Club Dead (2003), 5.) By positioning the ‘coming out’ of the 
vampire as a metaphor for the ‘other’, this passage acts as a commentary on the level of tolerance or intolerance 
in these nations towards liberal politics. 
15 See: Michael J. Cobb, God Hates Fags: The Rhetorics of Religious Violence (New York: New York University 
Press, 2006). 
16 See: Darren Elliot-Smith, ‘The Homosexual Vampire as a Metaphor for... The Homosexual Vampire?: True 
Blood Homonormativity and Assimilation’, in Brigid Cherry (ed.) True Blood: Investigating Vampires and 
Southern Gothic, London, I.B. Taurus and Co. Ltd., 2012, p.139. 



157 
 

discrimination in American culture. Such images were especially topical when HBO 

premiered True Blood in 2008. As Stacey Overholt notes, the show emerged ‘amidst a 

volatile nationwide political debate about civil liberties and a soon-to-be historic presidential 

election’, in which Barack Obama was elected as the first African-American president of the 

United States.17 Certainly, racial subjugation is retold in True Blood through the 

discrimination of the vampire, implied not only symbolically through the cultural images in 

the opening sequence but also dramatized within the show.  

This is most poignant in the first season, in which several dialogues articulate such 

discrimination. For instance, in the episode ‘Sparks Fly Out’ when a young boy comments 

upon the vampire’s exceptionally white skin, his mother, Arlene, rejoinders: ‘No darling, 

we’re white. He’s dead’.18 Simone Knewitz recounting this scene writes how Arlene’s ‘racist 

position, attempt[s] to maintain a racial boundary which the inclusion of a vampire into 

society threatens to erase’.19 In other words, the vampire’s ultra-whiteness undermines the 

hegemonic racial boundaries perpetuated by the social order. Again, in the episode ‘The 

First Taste’ this attitude of segregation continues: 

JASON: A lot of Americans don’t think you people deserve special rights.  
BILL: They’re the same rights you have.  
JASON: No, I’m just saying there’s a reason things are the way they are.  
BILL: Yeah. It’s called injustice.20 

Lisa Woolfork notes how such dialogue ‘reveals larger allegories of anti-black prejudice and 

miscegenation’ at work within True Blood.21 Indeed, discrimination is emphasised 

throughout the series, becoming a particularly predominant narrative through its depiction of 

a ‘hate group’ in the fifth season which consciously emulated the Ku Klux Klan, targeting 

and killing supernatural beings.22 True Blood’s presentation of the vampire as ‘other’ and the 

discrimination they encounter mirrors the racial tensions that prevail in American society.23  

                                                           
17 Stacey M. Overholt, ‘“The Monstrous Side of Humanity”: A Generic, Narrative, and Audience Reception 
Analysis of True Blood’. MA (Master of Arts: Communication) Thesis. (Albuquerque, New Mexico: The 
University of New Mexico, May 2012), 1. 
18 ‘Sparks Fly Out’, 1.05, True Blood (2008). 
19 Simone Knewitz, ‘God Hates Fangs?: Morality, Ideology, and the Domesticated Vampire in American 
Culture’, in Collision of Realities: Establishing Research on the Fantastic in Europe, eds. Astrid Boger and Lars 
Schmiek (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 133. 
20 ‘The First Taste’ 1.03, True Blood (2008). 
21 Lisa Woolfork, ‘I Want to do Bad Things with You: HBO’s True Blood’s Racial Allegories in a Post-Racial 
South,’ South Carolina Review 47, no.2 (Spring 2015), 111. 
22 ‘Everybody Wants to Rule the World’, 5.09, True Blood (2012). 
23 True Blood’s portrayal of discrimination in ‘post-racial’ America was especially pertinent as the series drew to 
a close in 2014. After the acquittal of George Zimmerman in the shooting death of African-American teenager 
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In this way, True Blood adopts a liberal political orientation, and becomes what Cathy J. 

Cohen has described as ‘a space in opposition to dominant norms, a space where 

transformational political work can begin’.24 The shows consideration of queer spaces marks 

it as a transformational work. However, for Sabrina Boyer, ‘Despite the thoughtful use of the 

vampire archetype to explore notions of difference and otherness surrounding race and 

sexuality’, she finds that the True Blood series ‘ultimately fails to redefine, disrupt and upset 

the historical racist, sexist and homophobic ideologies of the South’.25 The series, she argues 

‘fails to engage in a critically conscious understanding of the complexities that the history 

and context of sexuality demands’.26 Though Boyer does concede, that the show ‘is at least a 

step in the direction of using horror to tease out notions of abjection and difference’.27 As 

Peter Odell Campbell writes, True Blood is ‘a queer political text’ that ‘represents queers 

and queerness with a frequency and centrality still uncommon in contemporary US major 

media’.28 The complex relationship between humans and vampirism in True Blood 

highlights the contemporary public debate over the place for ‘queer’ minorities in society. 

Undoubtedly, the True Blood vampire’s attempt to ‘mainstream’ and the harassment they 

receive echo past and present discussions of sexual and racial minorities ‘passing’ in 

America.29  

Likewise, the presentation of religion in True Blood is fraught. Again, we find that the 

opening credits allude to the complicated treatment of religion within the show. Stock 

images of ‘southern’ Evangelical religion, including an open water baptism and ecstatic 

outbursts from a Pentecostal church, are dispersed amongst scenes of sex, animalism, and 

death. This presents an opening sequence which blurs the themes of the sacred and profane. 

As religious studies scholar Leonard Norman Primiano notes, the opening sequence presents 

‘a tableau of paradoxical images: the decay within nature and the lewdness of humanity is 

juxtaposed with the fervour of Christian religious experience’.30 In this way, True Blood’s 
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opening credits begin the discussion of religion, spirituality, and the soul within the series, 

and operate to signpost the show’s handling of such themes.  

Interestingly, Gregory Erickson reads the opening credits, accentuated by the final scene, as 

a ‘baptism’ rising out of the conflation of such paradoxical images.31 Citing the producers of 

this opening sequence, Erickson agrees that the final images of the sequence that feature an 

open water night baptism offers momentary ‘cathartic release’ or ‘redemption’ from ‘all the 

previous evils that you’ve seen leading up to this in the sequence’.32 Yet, he argues, it is also 

one of the more disturbing images in the montage, precisely because it blurs the boundaries 

between the sacred and profane. Indeed, the night-time baptism of the woman plays on the 

emotional taboos of the dark. The water and sky are both black and indiscernible from the 

other, and as they lower her down, the woman disappears into the darkness. After which, she 

ferociously struggles out of the water. She is held by two men, dressed in non-traditional 

religious attire, implicating that this may not simply be a religious work but rather an act of 

forced conversion. Thus, Erickson ponders ‘whether we are to feel a cathartic release or a 

sense of suffocation’.33 This performance signals a perpetuation of the fear and mistrust of 

man and nature but also of religion as seen throughout the opening sequence, and this filters 

through into the show’s own narratives. Indeed, if the opening credits are to be read as an 

allegory for baptism, the conclusion would be that there can be no redemption through a 

single symbolic religious act.  

Religion in True Blood is generally treated with suspicion or is reduced to hollow lunacy. 

This is exemplified by the character of Lettie Mae Thornton, a Christian and belligerent 

alcoholic, who believes her addiction to be the result of demonic possession. Explaining: 

‘the demon… knows how close I am to Jesus that’s why it picked me’.34 Likewise, the 

protestors against vampires claiming an association with Christianity are presented as 

hypocritical, with one declaring: ‘I am a Christian, goddamit’.35 Moreover, throughout the 

series, religious figure-heads are presented as villains perpetrating bigotry and hypocrisy, 

typified by Reverend Steve Newlin, a caricature of televangelist Joel Osteen.36 His church, 

the ‘Fellowship of the Sun’ is presented as a manipulative cult preparing its recruits to 

exterminate vampires in the name of Jesus. Though, when the Reverend is turned into a 

vampire at the end of last season he now conveniently proclaims that God loves him just as 
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he is.37 Likewise, True Blood’s presentation of religious zeal and its associated evils are 

demonstrated through ‘The Vampire Authority’ who follow the vampire god Lilith, as well 

as the Cult of Dionysus led by Maryanne Forester. Thus, organised religion in True Blood is 

presented more closely to cult phenomenon, with a focus on ‘pack mentality’ and 

‘scapegoating’.38 As Kevin J. Corn and George A. Dunn consider: ‘we’re reminded by the 

“God hates fangs” sign that appears in the opening credit sequence, if you really want to 

scapegoat someone with passion and commitment, nothing can embolden your hatred quite 

as well as the belief that God hates them too’.39  

However, this sanctimonious fervour is also met by a broad-spectrum spiritualism, cast as a 

‘choose-your-own’ approach to religion, in which God is not replaced by, but manoeuvred 

alongside, the concept of the self and soul. In particular, True Blood proposes a radical 

version of spirituality found outside of the confines of dogmatic religious practices, instead 

sought in the immanent. Indeed, as Gregory Erickson writes:  

Instead of presenting religious themes through the Church or Christian belief, True 
Blood offers acts of sacramentalism, of ritual and of transcendence through sex, 
violence, desire, and drugs. The true acts of religion, then, can be found in the very 
elements of the show that American religious organizations most object to.40  

Thus, whilst the show retains a suspicious attitude towards institutionalised religion, 

religious language endures in True Blood’s presentation of profane ‘acts of religion’. Thus, 

religious terminology such as ‘transcendence’, ‘God’, and ‘soul’ are implicated in immanent 

or secular acts in True Blood in order to promote a post-secular dialogue between secular 

and religious discourses. 

Indeed, in True Blood it is the state of personal spirituality versus organized religion in 

America that is central to the series.41 Primiano considers the significance of spirituality and 

religion within True Blood as mediating a message ‘about the state of religion in America 

post-9/11’.42 He suggests that the show reflects the duality of faith in this first decade of the 

twenty-first century, ‘where religion as institution is questioned, but where American 

religiosity is also ever needed and firmly associated with the American national character’.43 
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Likewise, Erickson writes: ‘My reading of True Blood points towards what are perhaps the 

two most crucial philosophical and intellectual challenges of the twenty-first century: 

theorizing the surprising persistence of religious faith and defining what it means to be 

‘human’ in a rapidly changing world’.44 Both Primiano and Erickson identify key religious 

and spiritual trends that operate within the show and recognise how they are representative 

of a cultural turn, which for the meantime is left unnamed. A further exploration of the role 

of religion in the text, evaluated through a comprehensive analysis of how the concepts of 

soul and death operate within the show, may reveal that this cultural turn is, in fact, the 

‘post-secular turn’, defined by Jürgen Habermas and described by Charles Taylor.  

Mary Hallab writes that, ‘[t]o be accepted, fantasy must coincide with our idea of reality and 

our desires (or our hopes) at some points—like the desire not to die even though religion and 

science tell us that we must’.45 Indeed, the twin themes of death and immortality, so central 

to the vampire narrative, emerge from what Robert Jay Lifton and Eric Olson suggest is 

fundamental ‘human question’. They write: 

The idea of immortality is the answer to a profound human question or, really to two 
such questions. The first question is, What happens to a person after death? The 
second is, How can a person live without overwhelming anxiety in the face of the 
certainty of death? Behind both questions lies the human aspiration to live forever.46 

Certainly, the vampire offers a narrative in which one can imagine immortality and escape 

death. Therefore, the way in which death is represented in True Blood may highlight current 

desires and questions surrounding death. First, however, we must distinguish between the 

types of death that prevail in the program. We are presented with three types of death in 

True Blood. The first type of death is the conventional death of human beings, in which a 

human character dies within the storyline. The second type of death presented in the show is 

the transition of a human into a vampire. The third type of death is called the ‘true death’ in 

the program; it is the death of the vampire, who upon being staked, shot with wooden 

bullets, or ‘meets the sun’ then disintegrates. In examining these presentations of death, it 

becomes apparent that True Blood, as well as the other contemporary vampire texts 

discussed within this thesis, promote a cultural attitude towards death and dying that is 

consistent with post-secular conceptions of immortality and the soul.  
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The Human Death  

Human death in True Blood is shown through three lenses that loosely correlate to Jacques 

Lacan’s triadic construction of death, seen through the depiction of the Real, the Symbolic 

and the Imaginary. Following on from Freud’s discussion of the death drive (‘Todestrieb’), 

Lacan proposed that death does not exclusively refer to biological death. In Seminar VII, 

Lacan distinguishes the inevitability of biological death (operating in the order of the Real) 

which is defined as ‘the point at which the very cycles of the transformations of nature are 

annihilated’ from symbolic death.47 The death that registers on the Symbolic level, involves 

the performative rites of death (obsequies) as well as the eventual and inevitable death of the 

‘subject’. Lacan’s third order appears as a development from this. The Imaginary is 

formulated to compensate for the frustration that arises from the fragmented image of the 

‘subject’, constituted by the ‘mirror stage’. As people seek to reconcile this image, they 

identify with ideas that exist in the Imaginary, thus, for instance, the Imaginary death 

upholds metaphysical constructions of death.48  

Similarly, human death in True Blood is shown through these three lenses of the Real 

(physical death), the Symbolic (ritual events that take place after death), and the Imaginary 

(metaphysical constructions of death). Such a presentation of death recapitulates historical 

configurations of death, and its attached customs and concepts. As Karmen Šterk writes:  

The subject of death and dying of a human body has less to do with “natural” facts 
than with socially constructed reality, namely, every “natural” fact needs symbolic 
representation not only in order to be recognized as having cultural existence, but 
primarily in order to be defined as “natural”. So do life and death. By the same 
token, every “natural” (physical) fact needs ideological (metaphysical) justification 
that provides a referential frame within which both, symbolic and “natural”, are 
thought of as belonging to an all-encompassing, coherent and homogeneous order of 
things.49 

Indeed, ‘natural’ death is essentially a construction created on the ideological level. Death is, 

Šterk continues, ‘culturally defined via the imagery of science, religion, mythology or other 

cosmology, which, in a given culture, holds the mandate over eschatological matters’.50 In 

other words, death is presented as a culturally outlined process, established on the 

Ideological level by symbolic rituals and imaginary constructs. Certainly, as a fictive work 

fascinated by immortality, True Blood’s performance of death is shaped by the metaphysical 
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illusions constructed by religious doctrines that death is not final.51 True Blood presents 

death via such cultural prerogatives, to the extent that the treatment of human death is shown 

predominantly via the terminology of the soul and its own constructed imagery. 

The initial presentation of human death in True Blood involves the presentation of ‘Real’ 

death. The first season revolves around the murders of several female ‘Fangbangers’ (people 

who engage in sexual acts with a vampire) as well as Sookie’s grandmother, Adele 

Stackhouse, commonly known as ‘Gran’ (a vampire sympathiser). These human deaths are 

depicted as gruesome, breaking from the traditional depictions of a peaceful and quick death. 

Indeed, such deaths are presented as the dissection of bodily functions, accessed on a strictly 

material level. As Šterk notes, ‘This is death in the Real, and it stands for the obliteration of 

our material selves’.52 Gran’s death is such an example, as Sookie returns home to find Gran 

stabbed multiple times lying in a pool of her own blood, with blood splatters across the 

usually immaculate walls and floors.53 The horror of this death scene is even emphasised 

when we are shown the cat lapping up the blood. This vulgarity is further accentuated when 

we hear the coroner struggling to lift the body, then saying jovially ‘alright, coming 

through’.54 Certainly, this death in True Blood resembles Ariès’s description of death in the 

modern era. He explains how death lost ‘the intimacy of these final exchanges… poisoned, 

first by the ugliness of disease, and later by the transfer to the hospital. Death became dirty, 

and then it became medicalised’.55 Likewise, death is tainted in True Blood through such 

procedures, and is, therefore, presented as a purely physical agent. As such, Gran’s dead 

body would be perceived as ‘liminal’ by Šterk or ‘abject’ by Kristeva as it has undergone a 

physical (Real) death, now a corpse, however has not yet entered the symbolic or imaginary 

order through any metaphysical explanation or ritual event. 

Indeed, human death in True Blood promptly transitions past the presentation of physical 

death ‘which strictly and sharply distinguishes between life and death and which equates 

human life with mere biological, corporeal existence’, and becomes engrossed in the 

symbolic order, where the biological death is confirmed by a symbolic gesture (funery rites 

or burial).56 Of the numerous deaths that frame True Blood, we are witness to only two 

community funerals, Gran in the first season and Terry Bellefleur in the sixth season.57 The 

performance of such a ritual operates as a vindication from society against the ‘untamed 

nature’ of death. As Ariès writes: ‘Death is not an individual act, any more than life is. Like 
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every great milestone in life, death is celebrated by a ceremony that is always more or less 

solemn and whose purpose is to express the individual’s solidarity with his family and 

community’.58 Likewise, Robert Hertz writes how: 

[W]ith the occurrence of death, a dismal period begins for the living during which 
special duties are imposed upon them. Whatever their personal feelings may be, they 
have to show sorrow for a certain period, change the colours of their clothes and 
modify the pattern of their usual life.59  

Indeed, this ritual is performed by the community of Bon Temps, as they assemble dressed 

in black, bring trays of food, wearing sympathetic smiles and spouting pleasantries. 

However, the disingenuousness of such symbolic gestures is emphasised by the apposition 

of what is said and what is thought by those around Sookie, who is privy to the latter due to 

her telepathy. Thus, the physical and the symbolic death seem to not satisfy the requirements 

for a gratifying presentation of death in True Blood.  

Indeed, as Šterk notes in psychoanalytical discussions of death, ‘gaps can (and do) occur, 

and these gaps are filled with the imagery of the fascinating, the monstrous or the 

beautiful’.60 Indeed, as she continues, the Imaginary level only has a bearing on a society 

which ‘attribute[s] to physical corporeality a metaphysical counterpart, let it be called spirit, 

the soul, or mana’.61 Indeed, the gaps that appear in True Blood’s presentation of human 

death are filled with images of the soul operating on the Imaginary level. As Šterk finds: 

On the level of the Imaginary, we are dealing with a phantasmic, deceptive universe 
of images of wholeness which support our existence. These are culturally specific 
images of the coherence, the concept, and the idea of life. The idea of life takes the 
shape of an ideation of a life bigger than life itself, which aims at defining images of 
a “life worth living”. By the same token, the imagery of a life worth living yields the 
imagery of a “death worth dying”, which to some degree embraces the conception of 
the heroic death. This Imaginary level is to be understood as an advertisement for 
life as a commodity which underlies the fictional naturalness of life and tends to 
stress the harmonious and cohesive aspect of both the social relations and the 
relations between imagery, symbols and the real thing they (the symbols) are 
supposed to represent.62  

Likewise, True Blood’s presentation of human death is founded upon culturally specific 

images of American Christianity in which the ‘self’ will persist after death as a spiritual 
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body. Hence, human death in True Blood becomes concerned with the aftermath of the death 

act, scripted primarily as the metaphysical essential spiritualism, the immortal soul. 

True Blood offers a language about death and the soul that is reminiscent of the hope 

presented by the Christian church and other faiths of theological immortality. Discussing 

modes of immortality, Robert Jay Lifton and Eric Olson note five categories of immortality: 

biological or biosocial, creative, theological, natural and experiential.63 Though all five 

modes feature in True Blood’s discussion of immortality and death, it is chiefly through the 

theological mode of immortality that True Blood discusses death and broaches conceptions 

of the soul. As Lifton and Olsen note: 

The theological mode of immortality is the one most readily suggested by the word 
immortality. For, historically, it has been through religion and religious institutions 
that people have most self-consciously expressed the aspiration of conquering death 
and living forever. Different religions give the assurance of immortality in different 
ways, but concern with the problem of the meaning of life in the face of death is 
common to all religious traditions. No religion is based on the premise that human 
life is eternally insignificant. Thus Buddha, Moses, Christ and Mohammad, through 
various combinations of moral attainment and revelation, transcended individual 
death and left behind teachings through which their followers could do the same.64  

The issue with this type of immortality offers Lifton and Olsen, following Freud, is that 

‘such images as heaven, hell, reincarnation, and the resurrection of the body are often 

understood in the same sense as scientific observations of nature’.65 Thus, the concept of the 

‘immortal soul’, the part man imagines that can escape death, they continue, ‘was seen by 

Freud as a characteristic example of the human capacity for self-delusion through religion’.66 

Regardless, this capacity for immortality remains a persuasive and compelling belief that is 

perpetuated in True Blood’s composition of human death via the image of the soul. Thus, the 

treatment of death, immortality and the soul in such millennial vampire texts, Hallab 

suggests, ‘leads to a larger consideration of the nature of the individual and his search for 

significance in a vast and terrifying universe’.67  

An instance of this ‘search’ for ‘significance’ is outlined in True Blood via the show’s 

comprehension of an afterlife, which follows the culturally pervasive promise of the 

Christian Church and other faiths, that life extends beyond the physical death of the body. 

As Philippe Ariès in The Hour of our Death (1977) notes:  
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The fact that life has an end is not overlooked, but this end never coincides with 
physical death. It depends on the unknown state beyond, the solidity or ephemerality 
of survival, the persistence of memory, the erosion of fame, and the intervention of 
supernatural beings. Between the moment of death and the end of survival there is 
an interval that Christianity, like the other religions of salvation, has extended to 
eternity. 68  

In particular, Ariès describes how death between 500AD and 1100AD was typified by 

acceptance.69 Death was considered a natural course of human nature, a submission to the 

doctrine of original sin, and therefore, was not a threat but rather an inevitability of 

humankind’s inseparability from evil. Death then was a path to an afterlife characterised by 

‘peace and repose’, an intermediate sleep for those awaiting the final salvation of 

eschatological times.70 Indeed, True Blood’s presentation of human death posits an afterlife 

that is likewise characterised by ‘eternal’ ‘peace’, though not ‘repose’. In True Blood, death 

is portrayed as the separation of the soul from the body, with the soul the seat of 

individuality remaining active, maintaining its own agency beyond the body’s physical 

death. Thus, the many human deaths that frame True Blood do not signify the end of that 

character’s influence within the show.  

For instance, in the episode ‘Me and the Devil’, Sookie visits a medium named Marnie 

Stonebrook, during this session, Gran (murdered in the first season) speaks to Sookie 

through Marnie and tells Sookie to ‘run’.71 Likewise, Gran reappears in ‘And When I Die’. 

In this episode, Marnie after being killed by the vampires she sought to control, possesses 

True Blood regular and fellow medium Lafayette Reynolds. To expel Marnie from his body, 

Holly Cleary, a part-time Wiccan, summons the souls of the dead to urge Marnie to move on 

and peacefully enter the next life. Gran is amongst these risen souls, appearing in an ethereal 

form. After she forcefully pulls Marnie’s spirit from Lafayette’s body, she tells her to end 

her anger and frustration: ‘let it all out honey because there’s no room for that where we are 

going’. Before leaving with Marnie and the rest of the deceased, Gran speaks directly to 

Sookie, telling her ‘being alone ain’t nothing to be afraid of… we’re all alone at the end’.72 

These apparitions are presented in the show as the disembodied souls of the dead. As such, 

they affirm both a belief in an afterlife and the idea of the individual persisting after death as 
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a ‘spiritual body’.73 Indeed, Gran’s death epitomises how human death in True Blood 

becomes a sequence of physical death, ritual events, and metaphysical sureties. As such, 

True Blood’s religious references to the afterlife and souls represent what Charles Taylor 

perceives as ‘a kind of mutation’ of religious language which operates as a ‘reserve fund of 

spiritual force and consolation’.74 In other words, the Imaginary realm of soul and afterlife 

continues to operate within such cultural works through its consoling capacity, and thus, fill 

the ‘gaps’ left unsatiated by strict secularism.   

As seen, these souls can manifest in two forms; firstly, they can appear as an ethereal vision 

of their earthly body. Secondly, they can manifest by occupying the physical body of a 

living person, though this person must be able to commune with the dead. Sookie’s 

Grandmother is amongst many other spirits that return over the series. René returns to warn 

Arlene about ‘the ghosts of Terry’s past’.75 Lafayette’s boyfriend Jesús returns to comfort 

Lafayette after his premature death.76 Marnie is possessed by the spirit of the necromancer 

Antonia Gavilán de Logroño, and when Marnie is killed she returns to possess Lafayette.77 

Indeed, Lafayette is central to many of the narratives that concern the features surrounding 

‘natural death’ and soul, as he is revealed to be a medium, gifted with the ability to 

commune with the dead. So, spirits return over the series and use Lafayette’s body as a 

vessel for their soul.78  

In one sustained instance, Lafayette is possessed by the ghost of Mavis, a Creole woman 

alive during the early twentieth-century. After several encounters with the mysterious spirit, 

Lafayette dreams of her former life. Within these visions, he discovers that Mavis was once 

the servant and mistress of a man named Virgil. After giving birth to their illegitimate child, 

Virgil is afraid of the repercussions and kills both Mavis and their child. Such a horrific act 

bound her soul to an earthly possession, her child’s doll. After Lafayette awakens from his 

dream, Mavis possesses him and uses his body to kidnap the new owner of the doll, Mikey 

Bellefleur, who she now perceives as her own lost child. Eventually, Lafayette’s boyfriend 

Jesús is able to reason with Mavis and help her to relive her final moments on earth, finding 

both her and her baby’s grave. With a ritualistic chant, Mavis’s soul lights up and exits 
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Lafayette’s body. She is shown reunited with her son content and smiling, and the two 

dissipate.79  

Indeed, this presentation of human death in True Blood centres upon the reunification with 

loved ones in the afterlife that is typical of the Victorian model of dying. As Ariès explains:  

The next world becomes the scene of the reunion of those whom death has separated 
but who have never accepted this separation: a recreation of the affections of earth, 
purged of their dross, assured of eternity. It is the paradise of Christians or the astral 
world of spiritualists and psychics. But it is also the world of the memories of 
nonbelievers and freethinkers who deny the reality of a life after death.80  

Indeed, the belief in hell dissipated during this epoch and the image of heaven transformed 

into a paradise where the immortal soul would reunite with loved ones, no matter their 

religious beliefs. As the connection between death and sin dissolved so too did the fear of 

the beyond, and therefore death was transformed into something beautiful. This romanticised 

idea of death was a crucial facet of nineteenth-century cultural values, in which survivors no 

longer feared the act of dying but rather mourned the separation from the deceased.  

True Blood casts human death primarily in dualist terms, in which on the death of the body, 

the soul separates from the body and exists as a separate entity, transitioning to an afterlife. 

In this we see the idea of immortality and the soul as holding a resounding prominence in 

civilization’s notions of death. As Robert Hertz writes: 

To the organic event [of death] is added a complex mass of beliefs, emotions and 
activities which give it its distinctive character. We see life vanish, but we express 
this fact by the use of a special language: it is the soul, we say, which departs for 
another world where it will join its forefather[s].81 

Indeed, through human death, True Blood draws the soul into focus through the presentation 

of individual spiritualism and the certainty of an afterlife. Indeed, it is through the soul that 

human death is perpetuated in True Blood. In so doing, human death in True Blood is shown 

as transitioning through three courses, through the Real, the Symbolic, and the Imaginary, 

and it is the latter that operates most persuasively within such cultural works, filling the 

‘gaps’ left by strict secularism’s focus on biological death.   

The Transitional Death 

Vampire literature and its depiction of immortality, Hallab writes, ‘offers a chance to 

explore and deal with—accept or deny—the inevitable horror of decay and death that nature 
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imposes’.82 Indeed, the second style of death that the series addresses is the transition from 

human to vampire. In vampire texts, it is usually within this conversion that a concern for 

the fate of the soul is verbalised. However, intriguingly, within True Blood, there is no 

deliberation as to the repercussions associated with the loss of the human soul in becoming a 

vampire. Even the vampire’s own heritage story does not reveal the soul as being significant 

in this transition. Nevertheless, an analysis of this process reveals that within the transitional 

death ‘soul’ does indeed remain fundamental via the vampire’s immortality, the presumption 

of vampire soullessness and a reformed scientific ethic. Though, whether this soullessness is 

actualised in the show, may disclose a fundamental change in the palpable transformation of 

the contemporary vampire. 

In Season Five, vampire law and religion become the prime focus of True Blood, through the 

introduction of the ‘Vampire Authority’ and their ‘Vampire Bible’. The Authority, as the 

vampire Pamela Swynford De Beaufort (Pam) explains, is a kind of theocracy: ‘[it] is 

government and church combined, the church runs the government... they hand down the 

laws and we follow them’.83 The ‘Vampire Bible’ is an incongruous version of the Old 

Testament that states that vampires existed from the beginning of humanity. According to 

this version, God created the first vampire, Lilith, followed by the creation of the first 

humans, Adam and Eve, who were said to have been created as sustenance for Lilith. 

Therefore, unlike the vampire creation stories in not only Stoker’s Dracula but also Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer, Twilight, and Supernatural; the True Blood vampire is not ‘damned’ but 

made in God’s ‘own image’.84 

Nevertheless, the idea of the soul is expressed by others within the show when 

contemplating the nature of the vampire. For instance, the ‘Fellowship of the Sun’, an anti-

vampire group presenting themselves as a religious organisation, proliferates a hateful stance 

towards vampires based upon the characteristic affiliation of the vampire to the demonic. 

They insist that vampires are ‘monsters’, ungodly creatures, not endowed with the same 

natural rights as human beings because vampires ‘have no souls’.85 Their position is 

encapsulated by the Reverend Theodore Newlin: ‘We should never have given them the vote 

and legitimised their unholy existence. The American people need to know these are 

creatures of Satan, demons, literally they have no soul… my commitment to Christ Jesus, 

praise his name, compels me not to recognise [their] kind’.86 As such, the vampire myth 

                                                           
82 Hallab (2009), 49. 
83 ‘Sunset’, 5.11, True Blood (2012). 
84 Genesis 9:6 NLT, ‘For God made human beings in His own image’. Accessed 5 Nov 2017,  
http://biblehub.com/nlt/genesis/9.htm 
85 ‘First Taste’, 1.02, True Blood (2008). 
86 Ibid.  



170 
 

which refers to the status of the ontological soul remains implicit in the show via the 

presumption of vampire soullessness.  

Although there are cultural variations, the presumption of the vampire’s soullessness is a 

recurring trait that finds its roots in folkloric accounts of restless death. Likewise, the 

vampire’s soulless dimension was extended in fictive accounts to condemn the vampires 

desire to drink blood, consume souls, the life force of a human being. Indeed, Jungian 

analysist Robert Johnson views the vampire as an archetypal figure who ‘has been cursed, 

denied eternal rest because of some unredeemed sin against collective mores or religious 

taboos’.87 It is the dual ‘sin’ of unrest (unwarranted resurrection) and feeding on the blood of 

humans (corrupt Eucharist) that confirms the vampire as soulless. However, as these traits 

that confirmed the vampire’s status as soulless are diminished in the series, presumably then 

the vampire’s ontologically absent faculty of soul is likewise interrogated in True Blood.  

Indeed, True Blood engages with many philosophies concerning the soul and death, although 

it does not follow one single mythology. In particular, the series is aware of the dualist 

account of the body and soul, the separation of the immortal soul from the earthly body in 

death and promotes this in regard to ‘Imaginary’ constructions of human death. However, in 

the ontological transition from human to vampire, the True Blood vampire does not appear 

to undergo this separation. Instead, we are told that their bodies are reanimated through 

magic, leaving the situation of the soul unexplained or unknown.  

In the show, bodily death, resurrection, and immortality define the vampire’s rebirth, and, 

although this change is presented as mystical or ‘magic’, as the vampire Bill Compton says, 

‘even [vampires] don’t fully understand it’, there is a perceivable metaphysical implication 

that results from this transformation.88 The process of ‘transitional death’ is witnessed in the 

episode ‘To Love is to Bury’, through the transformation of Jessica Hamby from human to 

vampire. After killing another vampire, Bill is summoned to a vampire tribunal, where the 

Magistrate passes down a ‘creative’ punishment. Viewing Bills decision to ‘mainstream’ as 

obscene, he believes that by converting a human into a vampire Bill will be forced to 

reconsider his allegiance to humans. Thus, Bill is compelled to transform Jessica into a 

vampire. This scene shows the ‘procedure’ for such a transformation. First, Bill drains most 

of Jessica’s blood and in turn, he feeds her a vast amount of his own. Once this exchange has 

taken place and the bodily death has occurred, they are both buried in the ground, to wait for 
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the following evening when the transformation will have been completed and Jessica will be 

resurrected as a vampire.  

The vampire’s transformation in True Blood is presented as a supernatural phenomenon that 

references, though does not directly employ, folkloric and literary conceptions of the 

vampire as soulless Anti-Christ. In this way, True Blood remains strongly associated with 

religious iconography and concepts. As Primiano writes, the vampire is linked in the 

‘Western consciousness with Catholic sacramental images such as the crucifix, the host, and 

holy water,’ therefore, ‘it seems impossible that [True Blood] could not involve a notable 

presence of religious imagery’.89 Certainly, True Blood does engage with theological 

narratives, reference religious themes and depict holy articles, however, the True Blood 

vampire as an example of the post-secular vampire is no longer burdened by their influence. 

As we have seen in previous chapters, the post-secular vampire may ponder the deeper 

significance of such narratives, themes and articles, yet, the direct impact of these upon the 

vampire is minimised.  

As descendants of Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula, True Blood continues to depict their 

vampires as ‘homme fatal aristocrat’, however, the demonic dimension is removed.90 In 

breaking from this convention of the demonic vampire, religious objects have no potency in 

True Blood. For instance, in a scene from the episode ‘Burning House of Love’, Bill wipes 

down the steamed-up mirror in the bathroom revealing his reflection. This inspires a 

conversation about vampire folklore between him and Sookie.  

SOOKIE: Wait a minute I thought you were supposed to be invisible in the mirror. 
BILL: We started most of the myths about ourselves many centuries ago. If humans 

thought, we couldn’t be seen in the mirror it was another way to prove that 
we weren’t vampire. And that way we could stay hidden.  

SOOKIE: What about Holy Water? 
BILL: It’s just Water. 
SOOKIE: Crucifixes? 
BILL: Geometry.91 

Just as Edward debunked fundamental vampire myths in Twilight, so too does Bill. As such, 

True Blood vampires are not demons, there is no cosmic battle between good and evil at 

work in their universe, and the Christian artefacts brandished by Van Helsing no longer hold 

any power. The grand Manichean construction of the kind that framed Dracula, or that 

prevailed in Whedon’s Buffyverse, or Kripke’s Supernatural, has completely dissipated in 

True Blood. Indeed, as Richard W. Santana and Gregory Erickson suggest, in True Blood it 

                                                           
89 Primiano (2011), 51. 
90 Nelson (2012), 120. 
91 ‘Burning House of Love’, 1.07, True Blood (2008). 



172 
 

is paradoxically the vampire that ‘forces humans towards a disenchanted world’.92 As the 

True Blood vampires are not susceptible to the religious iconography that affected 

monstrous and soulless manifestations of their folkloric and literary past, these vampires 

represent the broader post-secular change in the representation of religion and Christianity 

specifically. Thus, the True Blood vampire symbolises the problem of belief and unbelief 

characteristic of the post-secular age, as it posits that there may be something more or 

supernatural as represented by the presence of the vampire, yet the lack of metaphysical 

consequence points towards the absence of ‘God’.     

Nevertheless, the infernal associations of the vampire remain a point of contention in the 

series and are further considered in the episode ‘Sparks Fly Out’ in which Bill is asked to 

speak at the ‘Descendants of the Glorious Dead’ meeting held at the local church. As Bill 

awaits his introduction, the town busybody Maxine Fortenberry notices that in the centre of 

the platform stands a brass cross; fearing that the cross may distress or endanger the 

vampire, she attempts to remove it. When the cross cannot be moved, it is hidden from view, 

covered with the American flag. After Bill’s introduction, he acknowledges the cross and 

removes the flag. In unveiling the cross, he explains: ‘We vampires aren’t minions of the 

Devil. We can stand before a cross or a bible or in a church just as readily as any other 

creature of God’.93 In this way, the True Blood vampires are aligned with Jules Zanger’s 

analysis of the ‘new’ vampire, who ‘commits evil as an expression of individual personality 

and condition, not of any cosmic conflict between God and Satan’.94 The model of the 

metonymical modern vampire, as described by Zanger, permeates True Blood through the 

departure from folkloric imitations of the vampire. Likewise, Adam Barkman writes, True 

Blood’s vampires are ‘a far cry from the era when vampires were lumped with demons and 

thought to be so far beyond the grace of God that they were to be neither tolerated nor 

treated with patient respect, but simply exorcized and exterminated’.95 Indeed, as True 

Blood’s vampires dismiss their own folkloric history they become metonymical.  

Nevertheless, in True Blood the consumption of the vampire’s blood remains to operate as a 

corrupt version of the Eucharist. The blood transfusion that transforms the vampire and 

secures immortal life mirrors the symbolic act of the Christian Eucharist. Likewise, this 

corrupted Eucharist continues through to the misuse of taking vampire blood, known as ‘V’. 

In fact, Bill goes as far as to tell Sookie, that the sacramental power of the Christian 

ceremony derived from the human consumption of ‘V’. As Andrew Atkinson in ‘When You 
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Walk Through the Garden: HBO and the Cross Pressures of Post-Secular Humanism’, 

writes: ‘the predilection humans have for vampire blood [in the show] is linked directly to 

the healing power of the Eucharist’.96 Even the show’s title True Blood, Atkinson continues, 

is drawn directly from a description of the Eucharist in the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church: ‘That in this sacrament are the true Body of Christ and his true Blood’.97 Atkinson 

posits that: ‘The symbolic bond between Christ and True Blood that Alan Ball creates in this 

allegorical world suggests that stereotypical secularism and religiosity are superseded by a 

realm of higher, more vibrant human experience in which the secular and religious are 

intertwined’.98 

However, like the other post-secular vampires described within this thesis, the vampires of 

True Blood remain troubled by the fear that their own folklore may be true, that as a vampire 

they are soulless. Hence, these vampires exhibit a captivation with Christian artefacts, whilst 

debating their lost ‘humanity’ and considering the possibility of their post-death ‘true death’ 

‘damnation’. When they come across such artefacts they are treated with suspicion and some 

sort of divine expectation. Indeed, there remains a religiosity and fascination with religious 

iconography, which is revealed as part of the vampire’s own post-secular consideration of 

faith. For instance, in the fifth season of True Blood, Sookie’s childhood friend Tara 

Thornton is turned into a vampire. At first, Tara is confused and angry and feeds on an 

innocent woman. However, Tara stops when seeing a crucifix hanging in the woman’s car. 

On seeing the holy article, Tara appears to contemplate the forfeiture of her soul in her act 

and apologises to the woman and flees. Even though holy articles do not affect vampires 

physically, as was the case in Dracula; the crucifix still carries a possibility of damnation for 

post-secular vampires as it does for human believers, that immoral actions would result in 

the theoretical loss of their soul. The leading vampires of True Blood including Bill, Jessica, 

and Eric exhibit such fears, and like other modern vampires including Louis, Angel, and 

Edward each contemplate their souls and their status as a monster.  

Through the use of flashbacks Bill Compton is provided with a sympathetic biography. The 

flashbacks narrate how he was involuntarily turned into a vampire around the year 1865 on 

his way back to his family after serving for the Confederate Army in the American Civil 

War. The viewer is shown how Lorena Krasiki transformed Bill into a cruel and vindictive 

vampire, as his ‘maker’ she compelled him to torture and kill innocent people, persuading 

him that this was in a vampire’s ‘nature’. However, after decades together Bill resents 
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Lorena and describes his vampire existence as ‘pure nihilism’.99 He begs Lorena to ‘release’ 

him from the mystical bonds of ‘maker’ and ‘progeny’ that keep them together. After 

leaving Lorena, Bill continues to feed on humans but does not kill them, instead he 

‘glamours’ them (a form of mind control) and drinks their blood in non-lethal doses. This 

humane resolution sets Bill contrary to the nihilism associated with nineteenth-century 

vampires, and those vampires within the show that maintain such archaic values, such as 

Lorena. This ethical modification culminates in Bill’s wish to ‘mainstream’ (live as a 

human) after the ‘Great Revelation’, when vampires ‘came out of the coffin’.  

This ethical modification or ‘re-ensoulment’ of the True Blood vampire funnels through to 

its weaknesses. As observed, the effect of Christian artefacts on the post-secular vampire has 

diminished, however, the True Blood vampire remains vulnerable to some natural elements, 

resembling those imagined in pre-Rice vampire folklore and fiction. For instance, the 

vampires are susceptible to silver, sunlight is deadly, and they find garlic to be ‘irritating’. In 

the novels, Harris presents the vampires as people living with vampirism, and in so doing 

presents a rationalist account for their existence outside of metaphysical explanations. This 

emerges as Sookie narrates seeing Bill for the first time in Merlotte’s Bar: ‘The politically 

correct theory, the one the vamps themselves backed, had it that this guy was the victim of a 

virus that left him apparently dead for a couple of days and thereafter allergic to sunlight, 

silver and garlic’.100 This ‘theory’ breaks down throughout the novels and is never 

implemented fully in the televised adaptation. However, as Gregory Erickson notes, science 

and its rationale are exhibited throughout True Blood: 

As digital, biological, medical and cybernetic technology expands our definitions of 
‘human’, how will we define ourselves? How will we define our gods? Our 
demons? Although these are theological questions, they are also now inextricably 
tied up with science. One of the final images of the credit sequence—a blood 
sample—does not suggest violence, religion, or sex, but instead seems to be an 
image taken from science, from a laboratory. In the same vein, it is significant that it 
is a scientific discovery that finally permits vampires to mainstream… As we saw in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and as we will see in the twenty-first century, 
science is often a major force behind theological change.101  

Indeed, science and theology join together in True Blood to challenge the ethical treatment 

of vampires (metaphor for ‘other’) in the show. In the same way that robots (A.I.) in the 

twenty-first century have been given a human quality, consciousness (i.e. I-Robot (2004), 

Her (2013), Westworld (2016-present)), that makes their subjugation feel immoral, so too 
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does the scientific reasoning for the vampire’s existence mark a significant change in the 

presentation of this once purely metaphysical figure.  

As increasingly naturalistic explanations for the vampire are put forth, for example, the 

depiction of vampirism as a disease, there is an increasing focus upon the scientific 

rationalism rather than the supernatural. For instance, though Bill’s theory for defining how 

the vampire body works is first described as ‘magic’ he mostly focuses on the scientific 

account of the transformation, and in so doing, he conflates metaphysical phenomena with 

science: ‘there are no electrical impulses in my body. What animates you no longer animates 

me’.102 In this, the vampire’s past human status is emphasised and is thus presented as a 

conscious being, formed by an inexplicable scientific miscalculation. Hence, modern 

vampires have been afforded a progressive ethical position in the realm of fantasy television 

and film. This further demonstrates the dissociation of the vampires from the Manichean 

cosmic battle. Indeed, as the metaphysical mysteries of the vampire dissipate in the face of 

scientific rationalisation, the ontology and relevance of the soul is also implicitly challenged.  

This consciousness and reformed ethics is perceptible in Bill’s refusal to kill people. This 

particularly distresses Lorena, and other similarly minded vampires, who subscribe to the 

folkloric comprehension of vampire ‘nature’. Namely, that it is in a vampire’s nature to 

‘delight in bringing pain and horror to every moment,’ and that people are only ‘play things’ 

and ‘food’.103 Lorena blames Bill for clinging to ‘the illusion of humanity’, and resents him 

for ‘never embrac[ing] our nature’.104 Bill disputes this notion of the vampire, stating: ‘Your 

nature! It was never mine’.105 The actions of vampires like Lorena, who embrace the 

metaphysical explanations for their existence and thus position themselves within the 

Manichean dynamic, could be used as evidence of vampire ‘soullessness’; however, it is 

made clear throughout the series that humans have the same capacity for evil as vampires, 

and likewise, vampires have a capacity for good. As Bill says, ‘most of us, vampire, human 

or otherwise are capable of both good and evil, often simultaneously’.106 Bill’s engagement 

with varying accounts of vampire existence encourages the viewer to read Bill and his 

rejection of nihilism, as sympathetic and ethical, perhaps even soulful.  
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As established by Rice, Barbara Frey Waxman posits, ‘[vampires] are also vehicles to 

explore the tabula rasa condition of twentieth-century human existence, as well as the quest 

for truths, moral rules and a purposeful existence’.107 Indeed, Bill’s ethical feeding practises 

recapitulates the ‘new’ vampire’s departure from the principle that the vampire is 

fundamentally evil and that it operates solely to express that evil. Instead, post-secular 

vampires, such as Angel, Edward and Bill, follow John Locke’s inquiry, namely, ‘whether 

the law of nature is written in the souls of men we mean this: namely, whether there are any 

moral propositions inborn in the mind’.108 In other words, he asks whether at birth we are 

already filled with ‘observation and reasoning’, or, does this faculty follow the ‘nurture 

assumption’.109 Within the nature/nurture debate, Locke proposed the ‘nurture’ philosophy 

as ‘the tabula rasa’, depicted as the blank sheet of paper theory of the mind, on which 

external impressions and experiences dictate human character.110 It appears that the post-

secular vampire also abides to this ‘tabula rasa condition’, that the rebirth of the vampire 

does not mean a natural condition of evil. Indeed, Bill’s attempts to maintain a rationalist 

conception of his existence along with a distinction between good and evil promotes the 

importance of choice in becoming a monster. Thus, True Blood, like many other modern 

vampire texts, advocates against nihilism and proposes that a vampiric transitional death can 

be viewed as ‘tabula rasa’, rather than the forfeiture of the soul to malevolent forces.  

Although Bill repeatedly tells Sookie that he is not human and therefore, does not possess 

human values, he does appear to emulate such values in order to successfully mainstream. 

Bill upholds his human manners in his dealings with other humans and whilst courting 

Sookie. And, though Bill officially subsists on a synthetic substitute ‘Tru Blood’, he does 

also feed on people and has no qualms about killing.111 Yet, it becomes apparent throughout 

the program that Bill is repulsed by his vampirism. First, when kissing Sookie his fangs 

extend, a sign used throughout the series to signal arousal. However, Bill is ashamed of his 

fangs, and recognises them as his deformity. Second, when he is sentenced to turn an 

innocent human girl into a vampire, he would rather suffer a far worse punishment than 

create a new undead being. Third, flashbacks of his early vampire life show his pain at being 

unable to see his wife and children again. Bill’s involuntary transformation, his inability to 

reconnect with his loved ones and his disgust over his vampire temperament and form, 
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present Bill as the sympathetic vampire. Each in in turn generates questions whether 

soullessness continues to define the contemporary vampire. 

This is also the question that troubles Bill’s progeny Jessica. After her transitional death and 

she reawakens as a vampire, Bill explains to Jessica ‘you are no longer human… you have 

been made vampire… you cannot go home, that part of your life is over’.112 Fortuitously, 

Jessica is invigorated by this transformation, saying that being a vampire means: ‘no more 

belts, no more clarinets, no more home-school, no more rules’, ‘I can say anything I want 

now’, ‘I don’t have to sit like a lady and I can kill anybody I want, and there an awful lot of 

people I’d like to kill’.113 This reaction is surprising to the viewer as we have thus far only 

seen Bill’s distaste for vampirism, promoting his belief that becoming a vampire is 

‘unlucky’ and ‘unfair’.114 Indeed, Jessica’s rebirth offers an approach to vampirism that is 

surprisingly hopeful, choosing to focus upon the liberating aspects of being a vampire, thus 

revealing the constrictive aspects of humanity, opposed to viewing the transformation as a 

loss. However, her resurrection is also presented as a childlike regression, by persistently 

questioning Bill with the dreaded ‘why’, as well as throwing petulant tantrums. Indeed, the 

new ingenuous vampire is adopted by their vampire parent, their ‘maker’, who is responsible 

for raising them. So, Bill guides his ‘progeny’, telling an impulsive Jessica, that there are 

rules and ‘no you absolutely cannot kill anyone you want’.115 In this, we see that the 

transitional death in True Blood is presented as a rebirth; an incarnation of the soul into a 

renewed, resurrected, and immortal body, no longer constrained by the physical limits that 

they experienced in their human life. Yet, they do remain constrained by social regulations.  

Indeed, Jessica, initially mainstreamed well, eventually being presented like any other 

teenage girl, dating a human (Hoyt), and forming friendships with Jason, Arlene, and other 

humans. However, in the sixth season, Jessica, overcome by the enticing smell of faerie 

blood unintentionally drains four faerie/human hybrids of their blood and kills three of 

them.116 Jessica is beside herself with guilt and consigns herself to folkloric interpretations 

of the vampire, believing herself and all vampires to be evil minions of the devil. In the 

midst of this self-repulsion, Jessica is taken to a secret vampire research compound run by 

Sarah Newlin and the Governor of Louisiana, in which vampires are studied, in terms of 

their psychology, physicality, and sexuality. During her incarceration Jessica suffers 

immense guilt and fears that the vampire legends are true, that she is indeed a ‘soulless’ 

‘monster’. Confessing all of this to fellow vampire Tara, she says: ‘Don’t say that it was in 
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my nature or that I couldn’t help it, I killed them because I wanted to. This hunger in me is 

never going away is it?’117  

Whilst involuntarily taking part in one of the vampire studies at the institution, Jessica meets 

the vampire James. When James refuses to participate in the study and accepts the 

punishments that he knows will follow from his refusal, he acts as evidence for Jessica that 

the stereotype of the evil vampire is not true. Indeed, James refutes folkloric concepts of 

vampire soullessness and instead theorizes an anti-nihilistic view of the vampire. Hence, 

when Jessica later reveals her fears about her soul, James replies: ‘I believe that vampires 

choose to forfeit their souls. I’m not saying that I’m a saint, but I made a different choice’.118 

James exemplifies the new vampire ‘tabula-rasa’ position by positing that it is one’s actions 

and choices that determine monstrosity and the status of the ‘soul’. Thus, the soul, as we 

have seen in the other post-secular vampire texts, becomes something that is demonstrative 

of an ethical position that can be maintained even as a vampire.  

Another vampire in the show who also performs as love-interest to Sookie is Eric Northman 

(Alexander Skarsgård) of Viking royalty, who underwent his transitional death and became a 

vampire in 930AD. Normally taciturn, in the fourth season, Eric is put under a spell by a 

powerful witch Antonia Gavilán de Logroño, who causes him to forget everything of his 

vampire life. This amnesia acts as a kind of therapeutic regression, in which Eric reverts 

from being the ‘Vampire Viking God’ Pam (his progeny) claims him to be, to childlike, 

innocent, and afraid. Eric appears to undergo an infantile amnesia as described by Freud in 

‘Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality’ (1905), a phenomenon which veils one’s earliest 

childhood wishes, primarily the oedipal complex and the image of the ‘primal scene’.119 

Freud posited that ‘the majority of experiences and mental impulses before the start of the 

latency period now fall victim to infantile amnesia—the forgetting which veils our earliest 

youth from us and makes us strangers to it’.120 Freud posited that this amnesia was due to the 

need to repress the ‘beginnings of sexual life’.121 In the same way, Eric’s amnesia veils from 

him the beginnings of his vampire life. By eliminating Eric’s memories, he is able to 

contemplate his capacity for good without shame for the evil acts he committed.  
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In this season, Eric becomes kind, loving, loyal, and expectant, qualities that Eric pre-

castration did not exude. Though he believes himself to be ‘damned’ and a ‘creature of 

death’, through this regression it is also revealed that he dreams of redemption.122 Thus, the 

show posits that in the transition from human to vampire, the human ‘soul’, and those 

characteristics associated with it, are not absent. Rather, evil acts are committed as an 

‘expression of individual personality and condition, not of any cosmic conflict between God 

and Satan’.123  

The True Blood vampires, like other post-secular vampires, are concerned with metaphysical 

questions concerning death, the afterlife, heaven and hell, and the existence of higher 

entities. However, the explicit rejection in True Blood of some of the myths found within the 

vampire tradition; marks a fundamental transformation in the ontology of the vampire and its 

soul. As Simone Knewitz states: ‘if, traditionally, the vampire does not possess a mirror 

reflection—which can be read as the lack of a soul—contemporary vampires appear in 

mirrors and on photographs, suggesting that they are now recognised as subjects’.124 As 

recognised or ‘ensouled’ subjects, the True Blood vampires consider their own monstrosity 

and ponder what their existence might mean in terms of having or losing their soul. In this 

way, the soul concept still abounds in the series and even though a cosmic conflict between 

good and evil is not central, the text still engages with the philosophical fundamentals of the 

immortal soul, a consideration of evil, and surviving the death of the body. 

The ‘True Death’ 

The third type of death featured in True Blood is the death of the vampire, known as the 

‘true death’. The True Blood vampire is immortal but destructible they can be killed, this is 

opposed to their transitional death from a human into a vampire. There are several ways in 

which a vampire can experience the ‘true death’, including ‘meeting the sun’, prolonged 

exposure to fire, exsanguination, decapitation, staking, and in the final series, Hepatitis V. 

The aim of this thesis has been to examine the vampire’s re-ensoulment in popular culture, 

hence, a consideration of the vampire’s death, as presented in True Blood, may determine 

whether within this transformed figure there is a consideration of the ‘soul’ in death.  

In early literary and folkloric accounts, killing a vampire was associated with saving that 

being’s ‘eternal soul’ from damnation. For instance, in Stoker’s Dracula, Van Helsing urges 

his comrades to ‘strike in God’s name, that all may be well with the dead that we love, and 

the Un-dead pass away’.125 Van Helsing reiterates this image of salvaging the soul after they 
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have killed the vampire Lucy, declaring that: ‘she is not a grinning devil now, not anymore a 

foul Thing for all eternity. No longer she is the Devil’s Un-dead. She is God’s true dead 

whose soul is with him’.126 The term ‘true dead’ resembles Ball’s term ‘true death’ and in 

the same way, the death of a vampire, like the death of a human, also acts as a release of the 

soul from the body. However, in True Blood death as catharsis is only accentuated in those 

vampires who, like Rice’s anthropomorphic Louis, are ‘vampire moralists’, with a ‘lingering 

respect for life’.127 The vampire that fits such a depiction in True Blood is Godric (Allan 

Hyde).  

Godric is over 2,000 years old, and for the first 1,000 years he lived as a vampire, he was 

violent and bloodthirsty, with no regard for human life. He also advocated for ethical 

nihilism, rejecting the possibility of an absolute set of ethical values. Instead, as he taught 

Eric, his ‘progeny’, good and evil are nebulous, ‘there is no right or wrong, only survival, or 

death’.128 However, Godric eventually abandoned this view and began to sympathise with 

humanity and other forms of life. In the post-Rice tradition, Godric is existential and ethical, 

and in a post-secular urge is conscious of his connection to the divine, the purpose of 

spirituality and religion, as well as the status of the soul. Hence, his death is uniquely 

presented in True Blood when compared to the other vampire deaths in the series.  

In Season Two, the inadequacy and hypocrisy of organised religion, is emphasised through 

the examination of the cult of Dionysus led by a Maenad named Maryanne Forester and a 

Christian right-wing Church called ‘The Fellowship of the Sun’, a charismatic church 

founded upon the hatred of vampires, led by Reverend Steve Newlin and his wife Sarah. 

When Godric is confronted with the latter, he agrees to take part in their ‘holy bonfire’ 

where he would ‘meet the sun’ whilst the church congregation watched.129 Godric’s sacrifice 

is based upon a dual motivation, a combination of a desire to save another vampire who 

might be sacrificed in his place (‘they would have taken one of us sooner or later. I offered 

myself’) and the wish to atone for his past crimes.130 Whilst he is eventually liberated by 

Eric and Sookie, it becomes clear that Godric is experiencing the ‘tedium of immortality’ 

and stages his own ritual of meeting the sun. 

                                                           
126 Ibid, 238. 
127 Cynthia Freeland, ‘Monstrous Flesh’, The Naked and The Undead: Evil and The Appeal of Horror (NY: 
Routledge, rev. ed., 2018). 
128 ‘I Will Rise Up’, 2.09, True Blood (2009). 
129 ‘Timebomb’, 2.08, True Blood (2009). 
130 Ibid.  



181 
 

Indeed, Godric can be seen as a literary descendent of Rice’s Louis, who also experiences 

the ‘tedium of immortality’ as outlined by Bernard Williams.131 Louis complains how 

immortality makes him weary: ‘It was as if this night were only one of thousands of nights, 

world without end, night curving into night to make a great arching line of which I couldn’t 

see the end, a night in which I roamed alone under cold mindless stars’.132 Indeed, Rice’s 

vampires describe immortality as ‘cruel’, as requiring ‘stamina’, and as Armand notes, the 

vampire’s horror is immortality: 

One evening a vampire rises and realizes what he has feared perhaps for decades, 
that he simply wants no more of life at any cost. That whatever… made immortality 
attractive to him has been swept off the face of the earth. And nothing remains to 
offer freedom from despair except the act of killing. And that vampire goes out to 
die.133 

Indeed, the drama in vampire texts often turns on the compromise that the vampire offers 

with the ‘curse’ of eternal life over the anxiety of death. As Hallab notes, to be accepted and 

to appeal to the audience, the vampire narrative ‘must coincide with our idea of reality and 

our desires (or our hopes) at some points—like the desire not to die even though religion and 

science tell us that we must’.134 Thus, vampire-lore, she concludes, offers an appealing 

compromise between the secular theory of complete extinction (for each individual, but also 

at a ‘species’ level, with a finite human epoch being imagined) and the religious judgement 

to be faced after death, which many viewers—from the generation of ‘seekers’—would now 

find unconvincing. Likewise, Godric has outgrown his vampire existence, he no longer 

thinks or feels like a vampire. So, atop a vampire hotel, witnessed only by a tearful Sookie, 

Godric waits to die.  

Whilst awaiting sunrise the two discuss the theological capitulations of death and afterlife. 

This scene epitomises the existential and spiritual nature of the new vampire. Godric, 

dressed in white queries Sookie about her religious beliefs. ‘Do you believe in God?’ he 

asks. ‘Yes,’ she replies tearfully.135 Godric asks what sort of punishment Sookie imagines 

awaits him for centuries of crime, she answers with a few short syllables, ‘God doesn’t 

punish,’ she says, ‘God forgives’. Indeed, Godric seems pleased by her answer and 

expresses a ‘hope’ for forgiveness, for a divine redemption, though he does not expect it. 

When she asks if he is afraid, Godric replies, ‘No, I am filled with joy’. Whether Godric’s 
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theology and submission to notions of a God serve to lay significance upon a particular faith 

or, as Andrew Atkinson notes, ‘instead recruits God for the endorsement of an inclusive, 

non-violent society’ is open for debate.136 However, True Blood does seem to take religious 

imagery seriously and appreciates its significance in its protagonists search for meaning and 

the way that they are able to express such sentiment. Godric and Sookie’s interaction 

highlights the bricolage theology associated with modern vampire narratives. Though neither 

Godric nor Sookie embrace a specific religious viewpoint—though Sookie would be 

considered mainline Protestant—they do express a certain numinous quality when 

discussing death. As the sun rises, Godric conveys his wonder, ‘A human with me at the 

end, and human tears. Two thousand years and I can still be surprised. In this, I see God’.137 

His parting words to Sookie imply a reconciliation with the divine that is emblematic of the 

post-secular vampire’s acts of repentance.  

As a vampire usually engaged only by corporal life, Godric’s death differs from that of 

human beings because he has no cultural assurances of a final resolution to his ambiguous 

existence. Godric, like Tara, Bill, Jessica, and Eric, is concerned that the folkloric vampire 

stories of soullessness are true and that he is beyond redemption, and thus, at the moment of 

his death he considers what will come next—punishment or forgiveness. Indeed, Godric’s 

questions to Sookie echo Terry Eagleton’s comments on death: ‘There is a good kind of 

nothingness as well as a bad one. It is not, after all, simply a choice between being and non-

being, but between one kind of being and another’.138 Equally, Godric expresses a 

trepidation about death and the fate of his soul (being) after death. Godric’s death scene 

exemplifies the spiritual sentimentality now typified in the figure of the post-secular 

vampire. In seeking a reunion of his soul with his creator, in this case ‘God’. As Atkinson 

notes: ‘Godric’s reconciliation with the divine implies a radical doctrine of redemption 

which claims that even when humans have been made into vampires, they still long for unity 

with a transcendent being’.139  

In particular, the unique depiction of Godric’s physical death emphasises the spiritual rather 

than the physical dimensions of his self. When he experience his ‘true death’ in ‘I Will Rise 

Up’, he does not die like the other vampires in the series, whose deaths are excessive and 

physical. The ‘true death’ of Alan Ball’s other vampires is depicted as an explosion of red 

sinewy sludge.140 By contrast, Godric is consumed within a moment in a sparkling blue 
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flame as his ashes float away. Certainly, Godric’s ‘true death’ presents him as having 

transcended his ‘soulless’ vampire status and, as such, exposes the spiritual rebirth of the 

vampire resulting from its post-secular crisis. 

Like the humans who die throughout the series, who are able, under the correct 

circumstances, to manifest and commune with the living, Godric returns in an ethereal form 

on several occasions throughout the series to offer guidance. Godric appears to Eric as his 

progeny to warn and guide him, to inspire him to be peaceful, forgiving, and virtuous. He 

first appears in ‘Evil is Going On’ as Eric awaits the sun with Russel Edgington. Godric tries 

to deter Eric from killing himself and Russell, urging him to forgive the vampire who 

murdered his family, saying ‘Forgiveness is love. Love is all’. He also tells Eric that peace 

follows death for all beings, even Russell, before disappearing. Indeed, Godric’s words do 

change his mind. To keep Russel from finding any type of redemption or peace, the like 

promised by Godric, Eric entombs Russell in cement. Godric again appears as Eric is 

burying Russell alive, he argues that all beings deserve peace upon death, even Russell.141 

Godric sadly watches the scene before vanishing. Once more Godric returns in the fifth 

season appearing to Eric in order to wake him from the blood-induced stupor caused by 

drinking the blood of Lilith. He appears to convince Eric to stop killing humans and to help 

his sister (Nora Gainesborough).142 Godric’s final appearance was in the episode ‘Gone, 

Gone, Gone’, in which Godric appears before Eric and Nora after they consumed Lilith’s 

blood. Potentially hallucinating, Godric appears as an angelic figure, warning of the dangers 

of false gods, he denounces Lilith as ‘a godless god’. To which, Lilith appears and tears off 

Godric’s head.143 Indeed, Godric’s death, Atkinson writes, presents him as not only ‘the 

vampire analogy of Martin Luther King Jr. or Gandhi, but his dramatic ending leads us to 

believe he is the first vampire saint’.144 Certainly his post-‘true death’ returns emphasise this 

sainthood. 

Within True Blood, Godric’s post-‘true death’ reappearances are not an anomaly, though 

they are rare. There are only two other examples like it in the show. For instance, after 

Tara’s ‘true death’ in the seventh season she communes with her mother through ‘V’ 

induced transcendental visions.145 Alternatively, Lafayette’s vampire friend Eddie Fournier 

converses with him through Marnie, explaining his own ‘true death’ experience.146 Like 
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Godric’s manifestations, it is never explicitly stated whether these apparitions are the work 

of the transcendental soul or simply a consequence of the subconscious. However, these 

appearances do resemble the ghosts of the human dead seen in the model of human death. 

Thus, the ‘true death’ of the vampire also emerges as a dualist separation of the physical (the 

body) and the spiritual (the soul).  

Godric’s existential and ethical considerations before death, the unconventional depiction of 

his death along with his sustained materialization after death implies that he has surpassed 

his vampire form. Godric is no longer depicted as a vampire, but as wise and saintly, perhaps 

even godlike. Indeed, this transcendence was pre-empted in his death scene when Godric 

reveals, ‘I don’t think like a vampire anymore’.147 As Hallab has noted, the vampire ‘must 

appeal to and express our ideas about individual psychology, concepts of the soul and the 

self, their relation to the body, and their possible survival after bodily death’.148 Likewise, 

the new vampire narrative operates to demonstrate a theological immortality, and seeks 

reconciliation with the divine which can ultimately only be achieved in death, the ‘true 

death’. Hallab argues that ‘vampires address issues and attitudes about death and 

immortality that are meaningful in all times and places’.149 Indeed, True Blood’s vampires 

offer a commentary on the attitudes surrounding death and the immortality of the soul.  

Religion and Spirituality in True Blood 

Questions of personal spirituality as well as the legitimacy of organised religion in America 

and other Western countries, are central to True Blood. Throughout the seasons, True 

Blood’s storylines have depicted several religious institutions: The Fellowship of the Sun, 

The Cult of Dionysus, Wicca, Pentecostal Christianity, liberal Christianity, and The Vampire 

Authority who follow the Vampire Bible and worship the Vampire God Lilith. True Blood 

features religion and religious language (including the soul) as a spring board for discussing 

a broad range of cultural issues. Moreover, True Blood seeks to engage critically with 

religions and religious language in order to, as Primiano explains, ‘acknowledge religion’s 

power socially and individually’.150 In so doing, True Blood comments upon the role of 

religious institutions as well as personal spirituality in contemporary culture. As with the 

other texts of this thesis, True Blood regards religious experience in two ways; regarding 

institutionalised or organised religion with ironic disdain, and personal ‘choose-your-own’ 

spiritualism as profoundly valuable. Season Two, in particular, features the inadequacy and 

hypocrisy of organised religion, as it follows the rise of two religious cults, the cult of 
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Dionysus led by a Maenad named Maryanne Forester and a right-wing Christian Church 

called the ‘Fellowship of the Sun’, led by Reverend Steve Newlin and his wife Sarah. In 

turn, True Blood offers a deist explanation for the universe through the vampire queen 

Sophie-Anne. In opposition to these views is Sookie’s broad bricolage of faith.  

This inadequacy of organised religion is demonstrated in a confrontation between the 

‘Fellowship of the Sun’ congregation and the vampires of the Dallas area. When Steve 

Newlin asks the vampire Eric to make him a martyr, ‘Kill me. Do it. Jesus will protect me’. 

To which the vampire Godric responds, ‘I am actually older than your Jesus. I wish I could 

have known him but…’ he says with a shrug of his shoulders, ‘I missed it’.151 This handling 

of Jesus Christ, and Christianity more generally, is reminiscent of the way in which Buffy 

responds to the question, ‘Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your personal saviour?’ To 

which she replies, ‘You know, I meant to, and then I just got really busy’.152 Both Godric 

and Buffy offer an insight into the role of religion and God in the post- secular context, 

wherein God and religion are not ‘dead’, but they are a secondary force when compared to 

the individual.  

William Franke in ‘The Death of God in Hegel and Nietzsche and the Crisis of Values in 

Secular Modernity and Postsecular Modernity’ writes how the concept of individual power 

and spirituality arose from a decline of faith in metaphysical concepts, which in turn 

pronounced a new post-secular age of religious exploration. He writes:  

Whether it is declared outright or merely suspected or reacted against, the idea of the 
death of God inaugurates a new era for the philosophy of religion and more 
generally for all aspects of culture. Every domain of values finds itself affected in 
the deepest way by the proposition that there is no transcendent theological 
grounding for the world in which we live. A new prospect arises that this world 
must somehow ground values immanently within itself. Such a world cut loose from 
transcendent moorings is the predicament announced in Nietzche’s madman in Die 
fröhliche Wissenschaft, section 125, but it can also be experienced as the actual 
realization of divinity in humanity… the death of God thereby becomes the prelude 
to a new age of unprecedented human self-realisation… Finally free from alienation 
of its essence into unworldly and otherworldly abstractions, humanity can recognise 
itself as its own master and realise its nature and destiny fully, unhampered by any 
superior instance such as a divinity standing over it.153 

In a similar vein, True Blood and BtVS satirise religion, whilst maintaining a new age idea of 

individual spirituality and capacity for power and divinity, expressed or shown through 

‘soul’. In the case of Godric, the supernatural powers of the vampire are imbued with 
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‘divine’ wisdom and position him as saintlike. Likewise, Buffy’s role as a ‘slayer’ 

predestined to be the saviour of the world marks her as also ‘divine’. Moreover, in the case 

of BtVS and True Blood, those who are depicted as religious or have religious affiliations are 

typically shown to be bigoted and ridiculous.154 Such hypocrisy is further highlighted when 

Steve Newlin is turned into a vampire. His entire philosophy changes and he becomes the 

media face of the Vampire Rights movement, the same group he was petitioning against as 

the reverend of the ‘Fellowship of the Sun’. The portrayal of religious institutions and 

figures as hypocritical and personal spirituality as righteous, is characteristic of the post-

secular moment.  

The mistrust of organised religion is also expressed through the attempted rape of Sookie by 

the Fellowship of the Sun’s military advisor, Gabe, whilst she is jailed in the basement of the 

church. Film scholar Margrethe Bruun Vaage argues that rape is used to draw the line 

between the acceptable and the unacceptable. Rape, Vaage writes, has ‘a polarising function’ 

and ‘is used narratively to ensure strong desires for revenge in the spectator’.155 True Blood 

uses the emotive nature of the rape scene as a narrative tool to increase the viewer’s aversion 

to the church and its officials. Rikke Schubart writes, referring to Vaage, that ‘a fictional 

character can have fuzzy moral behaviour but there are lines not to be crossed’.156 

Interestingly, murder—even sadistic murder—no longer marks evil or crosses lines in the 

way that rape does. Thus, in True Blood, and other recent television series, such as Dexter, 

the vampires, murderers or serial killers can be cast as the protagonist; they can kill and 

show little remorse but remain the sympathetic hero of the series, simply enacting their own 

justice.  

The second depiction of religion presented in Season Two is the cult led by Maryanne 

Forester who arrives in Bon Temps and seeks to summon forth her God, Dionysus. She 

intends to use the town as the scene, and a shape-shifter, Sam Merlotte, as her sacrifice for 

her ritual. In order to protect the town, Bill consults with Sophie-Ann, the Queen of 

Louisiana, who explains that: ‘Maenads are sad, silly things... the world changed centuries 

ago and they’re still waiting for the God who comes’. Bill asks: ‘Does he ever come?’ 

SOPHIE-ANNE: Of course not. Gods never actually show up, they only exist in 
humans’ minds, like money and morality.  
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BILL: If I can’t kill her, how do I get her to leave Bon Temps?  
SOPHIE-ANNE: She has to believe she successfully summoned forth Dionysus in 

the hope he will ravage her and quite literally devour her until she is lost 
into oblivion.  

BILL: So she seeks death? The true death. The only thing she has evolved beyond.  
SOPHIE-ANNE: You know they’re really not that smart, these maenads.  
BILL: So how does she summon this non-existent god of hers?  
SOPHIE-ANNE: I never said he was non-existent. I just said he never comes. She 

believes if she finds the perfect vessel, sacrifices, and devours part of him or 
her, plus surrounded by the magic of her familiars then her mad god will 
appear. 157 

Maryanne’s fanatic adoration of her god Dionysus and the hope that he will ‘come’ again 

invokes messianic investment of the Judeo-Christian tradition. However, this storyline 

points to a deist universe in which, like Maryanne’s Dionysus, God never intervenes. As 

Sophie-Anne tells Bill, ‘I never said he was non-existent. I just said he never comes’.158  

Both of these religious depictions express a message about the mood surrounding 

institutional religion in post-secular Western culture, in which organised religion is treated 

with suspicion and where spirituality is not necessarily founded in religion. In particular, 

these depictions of religion calls into question the legitimacy of religion in general and 

attempts to maintain a boundary between religion and spirituality that continues throughout 

the series. This is exemplified in Season Five of True Blood in which, vampire law and 

religion become the prime focus through the introduction of the ‘Vampire Bible’ and 

vampire god, Lilith. It is the responsibility of the ‘Vampire Authority’ to enforce these 

biblical teachings. Their faith is structured upon not only their bible but also the remnants of 

Lilith’s blood, a small vial kept in a sanctuary and worshipped by these vampires.  

In the episode entitled ‘In the Beginning’, the new guardians of Lilith’s blood, Salome, Nora 

Gainsborough and Russell Edgington encourage the rest of the ‘Authority’ to drink Lilith’s 

blood. Their fanaticism in regards to their bible and Lilith, positions them as religious 

fanatics or, to put it bluntly, ‘Bible-banging Cunts’.159 Eric treats them with suspicion and 

references holy wars, such as the Crusades and the Spanish Inquisition in an attempt to 

denigrate all forms of religious zealotry. When commenting upon the ‘Authority’s’ new and 

brutally literal translation of the Vampire Bible, he retorts, ‘we better get back to 

slaughtering people in the name of God’.160 Likewise, when Bill summons Jessica to the 

Authority’s Head Quarters, he gives her a tour of the facility, including the inner sanctum 

and explains his belief in Lilith as God and the Vampire Bible. Jessica is troubled by his 
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religious fervour and compares him to her fundamentalist Christian parents and his 

application of the Vampire Bible similar to the Bible study she had endured as a child. To 

which he replies, ‘It’s not that different, they just had the wrong book’.161 This arrogant 

righteousness typifies the religious fervour of some religious groups.162 In the same way that 

True Blood alludes to cultural and political discourses of racial and sexual inequality, it also 

uses religious and historical references to examine post-secular attitudes towards religion.  

As such, religious institutions within the series are presented in the exuberant ‘new-atheist’ 

terms, produced by such writers as Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, Steve Bruce and 

Sam Harris, and in ways that suggest, like Hitchens, that religion ‘poisons everything’.163 

For instance, when Jason attends the ‘Fellowship of the Sun’ conference he is indoctrinated 

to hate vampires and take up arms against them. Likewise, when Bill joins the Authority 

under the spell of Lilith’s blood, he forgets his loyalties to others and becomes fervently 

religious and power-crazed. Again, True Blood renders religion as a force of hypocrisy and 

violence and depicts those characters that preach or serve under religion as callous and 

nonsensical. 

While the spectrum of religious forms displayed in True Blood is not presented without 

prejudice; Season Six reveals that True Blood maintains ‘God’ at the centre of its universe. 

As the vampire Lilith explains to Bill: ‘God made me as vampire and Adam and Eve as 

human. I am worshiped as a god as some may come to worship you as a god. But there is no 

god but God’.164 Thus, True Blood maintains, as does other post-secular vampire texts, a 

theist universe in which a ‘God’, a superior divine power reigns. To be sure, this 

development perpetuates from the hegemonic Christian foundational belief of American 

society. Namely, that America is, as Stephen Cox notes, inherently a ‘religious nation’ or a 

‘Christian nation’.165 Indeed, whatever the degree of religiosity, American people have 

tended to identify with a religious foundation, usually Christianity. As such, Christianity and 

God have become the cornerstone of much American culture, particularly within film and 

television that engages with supernatural themes. Thus, it is evident that True Blood 

dramatizes various religious institutions and beliefs, from zealous cults and fanatical 

                                                           
161 ‘Gone, Gone, Gone’, 5.10, True Blood (2012). 
162 For instance, those run by James Wickstrom, a Christian minister and radio talk-show host who has been 
preaching his hatred since the 1970s. Thomas Robb is another hate group ringleader, who preaches the 
preservation and grand authority of the white race over all others. He is a Christian-Identity Church pastor and 
long-time leader of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. Both leaders are, unsurprisingly, anti-LGBTQ as well. See: 
Cobb (2006). 
163 Hitchens (2007); Dawkins (2006); Bruce (2007); Harris (2004). 
164 ‘The Sin’, 6.02, True Blood (2013).  
165 Stephen Cox, American Christianity: The Continuing Revolution (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2014), 
12. 
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Christianity to deism as well as personal spirituality and faith, whilst endorsing the existence 

of a central divine being, ‘God’.  

However, this Christian religiosity is, Cox notes, ‘constantly being eroded by science and 

the necessities of life in a secular society’.166 Indeed, such developments have meant a 

moderating of religion’s most restrictive moral customs, literal readings of the Bible have 

been broadly abandoned, and a growing disinterest in religious affiliation amongst young 

people. These factors have pointed in the direction that secularism would inevitably render 

religion obsolete. Yet, engagement with religious themes in culture continues. Perhaps, as 

Wilfred McClay posits, post-secular America has meant the end of strict secularism in the 

West and thus a reengagement with religion and spirituality alike. He writes, the ‘failure of 

secularist modernism’ and ‘its inability to provide an adequate framework for the great mass 

of Americans to lead meaningful, morally coherent lives’ has led to a religious resurgence.167  

As such, these post-secular vampire texts tackle the problems of the ‘secular age’ in 

addressing such ‘cross pressures’ of belief and unbelief, and how people if they are to 

engage with theological discourses must do so within the ‘immanent order’ the like 

described by Charles Taylor in A Secular Age. As such, the search for philosophical or 

metaphysical theories of divine presence must in this new age of secularity or post-secularity 

be recognised through new immanent experiences and imaginaries. As Taylor writes:  

The great invention of the West was that of an immanent order in Nature, whose 
working could be systematically understood and explained on its own terms, leaving 
open the question whether this whole order had a deeper significance, and whether, 
if it did, we should infer a transcendent Creator beyond it. This notion of the 
“immanent” involved denying—or at least isolating and problematizing—any form 
of interpenetration between the things of Nature, on one hand, and “the 
supernatural” on the other, be this understood in terms of the one transcendent God, 
or of Gods or spirits, or magic forces, or whatever.168  

Likewise, such instances abound in popular culture and, as Leonard Primiano writes of True 

Blood, these texts:  

[R]ecognise the viability of vernacular religion (‘religion as it is lived, as human 
beings encounter, understand, interpret, and practise it’) as a consistently negotiated 
reality; it opens up a consideration of religion not as emanating from cultural 
sources, but as an experience-based phenomenon; and finally it perceives and 
portrays faithful believers as bound for disappointment by an apparently detached 
God, unmoved by human pleas for assistance, transcendence, or immanence.169 

                                                           
166 Ibid, 12. 
167 McClay (2008), 127-128. 
168 Taylor (2007), 16. 
169 Primiano (2011), 42; Definition of “vernacular religion” found in, Leonard Norman Primiano, ‘Vernacular 
Religion and the Search for Method in Religious Folklife’, Western Folklore 54 (1995), 44. 
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Primiano recasts the theme established in Taylor’s work of divine presence within the 

secular and casts this as vernacular religion found within the ‘immanent frame’.  

Indeed, the rise of post-secular sentiment in America has meant that ‘religion… both 

traditional and novel, both quietly civil and widely revolutionary, seems resurgent’.170 

Likewise, True Blood’s engagement with religious themes is a product of the post-secular 

turn. The series, in effect, performs post-secular work, and through its vampires perpetuates 

a form of religious criticism as well as belief. Indeed, True Blood does not advocate for one 

way of engaging in the theological dimension, rather True Blood via the ‘choose-your-own’ 

approach to spirituality and the Christian apologetics’ promotion of a loving God ‘who 

forgives’ everything, proposes a liberal spirituality. As Atkinson posits: ‘True Blood refuses 

fundamentalism and secularist liberalism and opts for a libertarian spirituality that embraces 

paradoxes and extremes’.171 Indeed, True Blood’s treatment of the soul, death and religion 

reveals a new type of engagement with theological discussion that is typical of the post-

secular revival in American culture more broadly.  

 

                                                           
170 McClay (2008), 127. 
171 Atkinson (2012), 399. 
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Conclusion 
 
The devout and the saintly have long exuded belief in the soul in mainstream narrative and avant-garde 
productions. Likewise, zombies and vampires too numerous to list have long known the twilight world of the 
soulless and the soul stealers. Fantasy is in tune with soul’s magic and science fiction is fascinated with 
reinventing its mythical past. 

Sarah Cooper, The Soul of Film Theory (2014), 22. 

Thus, it is not that youth and young adults have become disinterested in religion, but rather their religiosity 
appears different from previous generations. If we understand and feel that here in this life we already have a link 
with the infinite, desires and attitudes change.  

Carl Gustav Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections (1963), 324. 

 

The purpose of this thesis has been to highlight the extensive recourse to the terminology of 

the soul in contemporary vampire texts, and the manner by which contemporary 

understandings of the soul are worked out through the millennial vampire. Indeed, a great 

part of this thesis has been dedicated to understanding why ‘soul’ and the connotational 

language that it evokes has been incorporated so enthusiastically into what is often taken to 

be an essentially ‘secular culture’. Certainly, within vampire narratives the concept of soul is 

foundational to their dramatic structure inasmuch as the vampire’s altered ontological state 

involves the forfeiture of their soul in exchange for immortality. However, in post-secular 

vampire literature, film and television, the soul has also evolved to designate something 

other than the vampire’s mere soullessness. These ‘new’ vampire figures, subject to the 

revision of the vampire figure since Anne Rice, seek a kind of metaphysical transcendence 

from their immortal earthly existence and this is given expression via the term soul. 

Moreover, the soul was positioned in these texts to demarcate a wide range of desires and 

motivations that stemmed, in turn, from theological or philosophical ideas. Indeed, this 

vampire has embraced the terminology of the soul and in so doing points toward a changing 

ethico-religious stance, one that can be recognised as mirroring the post-secular turn.  

The starting point of this thesis was the discernment of a new kind of vampire that emerged 

in the wake of Anne Rice’s fiction in the 1970s. Crucially, this vampire was existentialist, 

insofar as he was challenged by the questions of his own existence, and theological, insofar 

as he situated his status against a religious backdrop which amounted to a heretical 

Christianity. Within this context, one particular feature came into prominence; the soul 

became the site of existential struggle and the indicator of a metaphysical substance. This 

terminology of the soul persisted in the Rice vampire’s fictive descendants studied in this 

thesis: Joss Whedon’s Angel, Stephenie Meyer’s Edward, Eric Kripke’s Dean and Sam (as 

performative vampires) and Alan Ball’s various True Blood vampires, chiefly Godric and 

Bill. In these characters and their respective texts, the soul became pivotal in the formation 
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of the vampire’s new ethos. In short, each vampire was now charged with the task of 

recovering, stabilising, and integrating themselves within the libidinal world—and the 

measure of their progress was indicated by the fluctuating relationship they have with their 

soul. 

This analysis of post-secular vampires and their consternation of the soul points to an 

intervention within a legacy of scholarship that exhibits a cultural fascination with the 

vampire and what its formation can tell us about ourselves. This inquiry has revealed that 

within post-secular vampire texts there are broader cultural markers that indicate a 

reclamation of theological language and a recognition of the significance of spiritual matters. 

In turn this points to a confluence between the secular and religious, and how society has 

come to view such matters, a moment encouraged namely by a resurgence in spiritual 

seekers and a fascination with the metaphysical more generally. Indeed, the post-secular 

alternative approach to the vampire narrative has unlocked a new way of thinking about not 

only religion but all grand questions that have been left unsatiated by secular foreclosures. 

Indeed, this thesis perceives an engagement with post-secular themes in contemporary 

vampire texts, that can be understood via theological or spiritual explorations that prevail 

within the secular model of society.  

Perhaps the most intensive use of the term soul is in Joss Whedon’s BtVS and Angel. Indeed, 

the vampire Angel was differentiated in the text from the other vampires as ‘a-vampire-with-

a-soul’. Through an analysis of this language, it became evident that the soul not only 

designated theological themes, but was used to denote the formation of the psyche proposed 

by Sigmund Freud, with the vampire comparable to ‘Id’ and the soul synonymous with 

‘Super-Ego’. This is best exemplified in those moments when Angel struggles with his own 

vampiric duality seen through the consumption of blood  directed by his vampiric (Id) 

impulses and his burgeoning heroic identity led by his conscience and Ego-ideal imperatives 

(Super-Ego). As such, the soul became the instrument in the millennial vampire narrative 

which upheld the formation of a new vampire ethic.  

This essentially Freudian structure was also found in the performative vampires (Sam and 

Dean) in Supernatural, in which the soul became the thing that restrained taboo impulses 

like murder and sex, and its presence enabled ‘normal’ relationships and sufferance, 

experienced like pangs of conscience (a facet of the Super-Ego) or imprisonment (Foucault). 

In this sense, there is in fact a link from the post-secular vampire to the one that had 

prevailed from Stoker through to the reconfiguration of the figure by Rice. That the soul in 

Supernatural functions as the guardian of virtuous behaviour is not unlike its role as the 

reformatory of bodily or physical freedom that had defined Stoker’s vampire. This reaching 
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back to an earlier Victorian gothic metaphysics, in fact shows how the soul language has 

been reclaimed in such instances to re-enchant themes which psychoanalysis had done so 

much to rationalise. Indeed, all the texts in this study are notable for their unwillingness to 

comply with the secular impulses of rationalisation. Certainly, by re-enchanting 

psychoanalytic ideas into metaphysical language and exploring this through the outlet of 

supernatural popular culture, these shows present an instance in which both the predictions 

made by Todorov regarding the necessity of the supernatural genre in light of psychoanalytic 

discovery and Max Weber’s thesis for the disenchantment of the modern world are 

challenged.  

Another recurrent feature of these texts was the implication of a grander metaphysic 

cosmology. This was a pronounced quality of Rice’s Memnoch the Devil and this followed 

through to all the texts outlined in this thesis. Although this was particularized to varying 

degrees, the most highly elaborated cosmology was found in Supernatural. Through 

Supernatural’s complex and increasingly convoluted handling of such cosmological 

dimensions, the text engages pervasively with post-secular themes. The program’s explicit 

referencing of various religious factors, including God, angels, and the soul, were set against 

the secularised standpoints of the brothers Sam and Dean’s own particular beliefs. Indeed, 

Dean and Sam operate within the show as two sides of the post-secular ‘spiritual but not 

religious’ debate. Dean, despite his engagement with metaphysical themes, remains adamant 

(until the later seasons) that God does not exist, or exists in a deistic framework, referring to 

God as a ‘deadbeat dad’.1 His position acknowledges the strain concerning the place of 

religion in modern life, where people are suspicious of surrendering to authority, are put off 

by the moralism and code-fetishism which they find in churches, and are flummoxed by the 

‘how could God let this happen?’ question, reflected in Dean’s own deism. Whereas Sam 

continues to find comfort in his spirituality, belief in God, and the act of prayer. Certainly, 

Sam’s religious expression mirrors the ‘seeker’ philosophy of the post-secular age as he 

finds comfort in spiritual exploration yet does not require the dogmatic practises of 

institutionalised religion. As such, Supernatural’s engagement with theological themes, 

language and popular spirituality reflect the contention that the fantasy mode provides a 

space in which religious issues can be absorbed and recast in other forms in order to reflect 

broader sociological currents and feelings about belief, or unbelief. Thus, Supernatural, like 

the other core texts of this thesis, is demonstrative of the post-secular turn and the 

metaphysical questions that have arisen in its wake.  

                                                           
1 ‘Dark Side of the Moon’, 5.16, Supernatural (2010). 
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Another distinctive feature of the post-secular vampire that arises via the discourse of the 

soul and its attendant metaphysical language, was the question of death. As with the 

subversion of sex, the subversion of death was a key element of the Victorian vampire. And 

just as the post-secular vampire reconfigured the question of sex, so too does this figure 

reconfigure the question of mortality. Indeed, each of these texts demarcates a three-stage 

process of death, presented as human death, transitional death and ‘true death’. This 

approach to death reveals that certain hopes are expressed when discussing death in the post-

secular imaginary, and these are given expression via the terminology of the immortal soul. 

Indeed, the vampire, through its contemplation of death and the soul, assumes the 

conventional existential posture of those exploring faith, asking: Is there a God? What 

happens after death? How will I be punished? Although, as became apparent in the 

discussion of True Blood, these texts do not answer these questions explicitly (though 

Supernatural comes closest to attempting this) they do, however, propose a generalised 

bricolage of redemptive strategies which are demarcated in the millennial vampire text with 

reference to their possession (and loss) of a soul. As such, these texts represent a shift in 

theological appetite within popular culture that is marked by a more pronounced interest in 

the passage from life to the afterlife. 

While this thesis has been based on four main case-studies, the phenomena that have been 

exposed are found throughout the contemporary supernatural genre. For example, in Bite Me 

if You Can (2007), the first edition in the Lyndsay Sands’ Argenau Vampire series, the 

novel’s heroine, the recently turned vampire Leigh, typifies the concerns of the post-secular 

turn. This is exemplified when Leigh contemplates her new vampiric existence in terms of 

the soul and her relationship with God. 

Staring at her new teeth—fangs, really, she admitted reluctantly—and waiting for 
them to go away, she began to consider other concerns she would now have.[...] 
She’d have to stay out of churches and avoid crosses. She was now cursed and 
soulless. She didn’t much care for that. Deep in her heart, Leigh believed in God, 
but often felt like God had forgotten her.  [...] Leigh peered at herself, trying to see if 
she could see a difference now that she had no soul. She didn’t feel any different. 
There was no sudden urge to go ripping the throats out of poor, unsuspecting 
humans. Maybe she still had her soul. Maybe you didn’t lose it unless you actually 
bit someone, she thought. She’d had only bagged blood up to now... and would 
continue that way, she decided. If there was a way to do it, she’d rather keep her 
soul. It might have been a long time since she’d gone to church, and she often felt as 
if God had forgotten her, but she had never forgotten Him and spoke to Him each 
night before sleeping. She intended to continue doing that, whether she was a 
cursed, soulless vampire, or not.2 

                                                           
2 Lynsay Sands, Bite Me if You Can: An Argeneau Vampire Novel (London: A Gollancz eBook, Orion 
Publishing, 2011), Ch. 5. Accessed 11 Apr 2015, https://books.google.com.au/books?isbn=0575099550. 
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This existential negotiation is typical of the post-secular crisis that the millennial vampire 

faces. Where Count Dracula was positioned in opposition to Christianity, the millennial 

vampire attempts to reconnect or sustain spirituality despite apparently appearing to lack a 

soul. Paradoxically, to realise that one has a lack where the soul should be and to consider 

the implications of this lack operates in post-secular narratives as evidence to the contrary, 

that, in fact, one has a soul. 

Another discovery made within this discussion of the post-secular vampire has been the 

diminution of the efficacy of the vampire’s bite. As was evident in the case studies of this 

thesis, especially the chapter on Twilight, the lethality of the vampire bite is not often a 

feature of the millennial vampire text, for the simple reason that it would remove the 

possibility of a human-vampire romantic pairing which is now the principal basis for the 

drama. For instance, although maintaining the dietary component of human blood, the 

vampire’s bite in True Blood is diminished by the option available to the reconstructed 

vampire of drinking blood in moderation. In this way, the bite—once fatal and 

cataclysmic—now sits within a personal mechanics of ‘self-control’. As an extension of this, 

the vampire’s bite in True Blood becomes incorporated into the sex act, thus becoming  less 

about diet and more about sex. Indeed, in these instances the vampire’s own blood exhibits 

medicinal and, on occasion, hallucinogenic properties, which results in the inversion of the 

bite, inciting humans to feed also from vampires.  

On the other hand, the bite in Twilight remains venomous, resulting in either death or 

transformation into a vampire for the victim. Thus, the novel’s post-secular vampire, 

Edward, avoids such ethical conundrums by avoiding the consumption of human blood, 

preferring instead to consume the blood of animals, designated in the series as 

‘vegetarianism’. Likewise, Angel avoids consuming human blood by drinking ‘pig blood’. 

In these texts, it is precisely this denial of the vampire’s predatory desires that makes such 

vampires as Bill, Eric, Edward, and Angel attractive to their human counterparts, and lies at 

the heart, too, of their extra-textual allure. Thus, the bite becomes subject to a new taboo in 

post-secular vampire texts and it is this foreclosure of the bite which enables the ethical and 

romantic capacity of the vampire, and thus positions the millennial vampire text within the 

supernatural romance genre.  

Indeed, the location of many of these texts at the crossroads of feminine adolescence is also 

a crucial feature in the sense that ‘the sex question’ takes the form of a foundational ordeal. 

BtVS and Angel maintain a distinction between sexual intercourse and the desire for blood. 

In this sense, the drinking of blood can be used as a proxy for the sex act itself. Yet, when 

the sex act does indeed emerge in Whedon’s narrative there are critical consequences for the 
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vampire’s soul (i.e. he loses it) and thus the sex/blood distinction crumbles with the loss of 

the ethical imperative denoted as the soul, which foreclosed the initial impulse to consume 

blood. Thus, the post-secular vampire usually maintains a dual abstinence that is both dietary 

and sexual. The virginal Edward in Twilight conforms to such levels of abstinence. Though 

in this instance, sex and the urge to drink blood is conflated by the presence of the human 

figure of Bella. As such, Angel and Edward conform to a dual abstinence so as not to 

endanger their beloved (Buffy and Bella, respectively). Hence, the vampire’s once 

allegorical sexuality in the Victorian version and subversive sexuality in the Rice version, is 

forfeited in the post-secular version in place of abstinence, which is characterised in these 

texts as a soul-led injunction.  

With a soul, Angel and Edward are engaged in ethical impasses that oblige them to go 

beyond the primary drives of the vampire—namely, the satisfaction of the drive to feed, and 

the sadistic libidinal exchange that arises from this feeding. In other words, the vampire’s 

drives are supressed by the soul and the ethical considerations that arise from its 

construction. But, as we have seen, this doctrine of parallel libidos, is continuously 

compromised. In True Blood, directed at adults rather than ‘young adults’, the main 

relationship between Bill and Sookie involves the doubled coupling discussed earlier—

conventional intercourse ratified by Sookie’s consensual ‘offering’ of her blood for Bill’s 

delectation. Nevertheless, this feeding remains characterised by self-control. Moreover, as 

the series develops, the bite scene develops into an act of nourishment for the vampire, a 

necessity for strength rather than a sexualised commodity. However, in the Twilight and 

BtVS universe (that is, the adolescent universe) the feeding of blood is not a controlled act as 

in True Blood (an adult universe). Instead, the drinking of blood is, like their sexual 

relationships, defined by abstinence. 

The Vampire Diaries (TVD), while not the subject of explicit consideration in this thesis, has 

been mentioned throughout and could very easily have constituted a further chapter. Like the 

other vampires in this thesis, Stephan and Damon Salvatore exhibit a version of what I have 

been calling soul language, though in this instance the soul is generally denoted as in the 

program as ‘humanity’. As in BtVS, Angel and Supernatural, these vampires are marked by a 

psyche split between their humanity and vampirism. Moreover, Stephan and Damon exhibit 

a new feeding ethic when under the influence of their humanity, understood as a controlled 

feeding practise, either drinking from blood-bags, animals, or humans who are then 

compelled to forget. Thus, the TVD vampires ethical feeding of blood is comparable to 

Edward’s vegetarianism and is also an adolescent compromise of the True Blood vampires’ 

feeding habit. In other words, in TVD the drinking of blood is not incorporated into the sex 
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act. Moreover, the TVD cosmology, like the other post-secular vampire texts, gives to death 

a metaphysical component. This is exemplified in the many visits to the ‘other-side’ (a limbo 

for supernatural beings that exists between Earth and the unknowable beyond), the presence 

of ghosts, as well as various emanations of God. For example, in the episode ‘Gone Girl’, 

the recently deceased Katherine Peirce (recurring bad-girl of the series) is attempting to 

come back from the ‘other-side’, an act only possible via the witch Bonnie. When she is 

unable to ‘pass through’ Bonnie and re-enter Earth, Bonnie explains: ‘I don’t control it… it’s 

not up to me’. To which Katherine retorts ‘then who is up to?’3 As such, TVD and its 

theological undertones, experienced chiefly via cultural understandings of the soul, can be 

best understood as resulting from post-secular cultural formations.  

Over the course of this thesis, it has become apparent that the post-secular vampire narrative 

exhibits a preoccupation with the internal metaphysics of its vampires. This is explored in 

these post-secular texts via several means including; denial explored through the vampire’s 

abstinence or controlled feeding, a perceived lack around the interpretation of its soul 

heritage, as well as its conception of cosmic or divine justice. Hence, it becomes clear that 

the post-secular vampire narrative is suggesting to its audience that the internal has become 

a revered quality in our cultural imagination, however inconsistent this may seem with the 

drives of our capitalist society where consumerism and by default the external are admired.  

Yet, as I have discussed, the processes of modernisation that were expected to render 

religion and metaphysical exploration redundant have in fact achieved the opposite. When 

Jürgen Habermas outlined the three processes of modernisation that had encouraged 

secularisation in the West; namely the progress of science, new ‘social subsystems’, and an 

‘increase in existential security’, he found that scientific, technological, political, social and 

economic advancement had led to a subsequent ‘dis-enchantment’ of the world.4 As society 

detached from religious institutions and ideals, religion lost public and political influence 

and, increasingly, religion became a private concern. Indeed, during this period of outward 

expansion, with the rise of global cooperation, higher standards of living and greater social 

security in the post-industrial era, the populations sense of existential security was enhanced 

and made the need to align with a religion that offers hope through faith in a cosmic power 

redundant. In turn, ideas of God were manoeuvred to a subordinate position behind that of 

the will and good of the individual.  

                                                           
3 ‘Gone Girl’, 5.15, TVD (2014). 
4 Jürgen Habermas, ‘Secularism’s Crisis of Faith: Notes on Post-Secular Society’, New Perspectives Quarterly 
25 (2008), 17. 
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However, whilst the processes of modernity over the last hundred years indicated a move 

away from religious exploration, this current post-modern generation marks a reversal. 

Citizens (especially in Western countries) capable of satiating every external desire that 

prosperity afforded them, now wish to quench their only lack, that of the internal. Indeed, 

the end of the twentieth century saw a fundamental change of attitude towards questions of 

religion and spirituality. After the period of modernity characterised by outward expansion, 

post-modernity marked a reengagement with the spiritual, the internal, the soul, and we once 

again are looking for answers, a phenomenon now known as post-secularity. However, this 

does not mean a renewal of faith in traditional terms, rather these ‘seekers’ aim to find such 

answers via non-traditional formats. Indeed, post-secularity appears to represent a middle 

position between those who abhor religion as superstitious barbarism and those of religious 

faith who perceive their ‘particular brand of faith’ (to quote New Moon) to be the one true 

way to peace and salvation. Alternatively, the post-secular position, I suggest, is held by 

those who may find inconsistencies in the theological teachings of such institutions as the 

Church, yet do not wish to deny themselves the transcendence of spiritual exploration. Post-

secularists are equally dedicated to truth and scientific investigation as they are to questions 

of the soul.  

Nevertheless, the post-secular exhibits a bias towards the spiritual but not religious. The 

overarching banner of ‘religion’ has suffered an unconquerable defeat at the hands of public 

opinion. Religion’s history of violence, abuse and persecution, has undoubtedly undermined 

its once unquestionable authority. On the other hand, as these post-secular supernatural texts 

have demonstrated, such terms as faith, belief, spiritual and the like have been reclaimed in 

the post-secular era to offer a language for spiritual seekers to utilise without connotations of 

past injustices that are so acute to ‘religion’. The post-secular moment encourages people all 

over the world to seek self and spiritual knowledge from any outlet that resonates with the 

seeker. Certainly, the post-secular vampires of this thesis resonate with such attitudes and in 

turn their narratives highlight the cross pressures of belief and unbelief that characterises the 

post-secular age.  

The significance of this thesis has been in the intervention in the field of vampire studies 

illustrating both a divergence and continuation in the field. The thesis recognises a 

significant coincidence between the emergence of the ‘new’ vampire in Rice’s work in the 

mid-1970s and the emergence of a certain watershed in world-view known as the post-

secular. This ‘new’ vampire, the post-secular vampire, continued to find relevance in its 

millennial formations, of which Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Twilight, Supernatural, 

and True Blood have been explored in this thesis. Such narratives helped solidify this more 
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sensitive and spiritual vampire version in our cultural imagination. Moreover, the connection 

demonstrated in this thesis between the societal phenomenon known as the post-secular and 

the vampire, sees a perpetuation of the work of vampire scholars such as Auerbach, Kane 

and Abbott, who, perceive a causational relationship between societal developments and our 

cultural imagination. In particular, they understand the vampire figure as a metaphorical 

vehicle for such revolutions. Likewise, this thesis understands the millennial vampire in light 

of the post-secular revolution. The thesis has also denoted how the vampire figure has been 

interposed between the secular and post-secular trends in society, given the task of 

navigating the realms of belief and unbelief in our post-secular age. Thus, the post-secular 

vampire narrative has found recourse to use its own metaphysical language, founded 

particularly upon the spiritual but not religious dichotomy, which has found expression in 

the vocabulary of the soul.  

The vampire’s ability to, as Auerbach writes, ‘tell us who we were’, begs the question: what 

do these post-secular vampires tell us about who we are now?5 It has been my contention 

that the answer to this problem is to be found in the sustained use of the term soul in the 

millennial vampire figure. Indeed, the soul language that was once used to demarcate a less 

than human state, is contemporarily used to liberate the vampire from its sadistic past and 

rehabilitate the monster within a post-secular framework. Likewise, the vampire’s re-

ensoulment, made visible via a distinct engagement with soul vocabulary and themes, can be 

read as the post-secular moment finding expression in the epoch’s cultural products. By 

employing the vocabulary of the soul, a term that does not denote a specific theology but 

rather a more generalised spirituality and connection to the divine, these vampire texts 

indicate how the profane has been integrated with the sacred in the post-secular turn.  

Indeed, in an age of religious and secular cross-pollination, where the process of 

secularisation has bred a new form of religious exploration, the millennial vampire offers a 

language in which this hybridity can be given a cultural shape. This cultural product, the 

vampire, tells us that we are amid a post-secular epoch in which religious language has been 

rescued from dogmatic practises in order to comprehend broader philosophical, social and 

political issues that are in play in the contemporary world. Certainly, the vampire’s own 

universe is fraught with spiritual and secular considerations, and in turn the vampire 

navigates this world in a similar way to its audience. As the vampire tries to comprehend the 

purpose of their existence, why they are the way they are, and what this all means, so too 

their audience are searching for answers to the question of theological immanence in the 

secular age.  

                                                           
5 Auerbach (1995), 112. 
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